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One of the most vivid memories from my childhood is going on vacation with my 
parents. Those memories are very vivid because for some reason we were that family 
that, most of the times, was extremely unfortunate with regards to the accommodation 
we selected. I remember one particular vacation where we ended up in a cottage, located 
in a holiday park, that was not only inhabited by us (for a very short period of time), but 
also by all sorts of bugs. At the time my parents, who paid quite a bit of money for staying 
in this cottage, decided to take immediate action by going to the reception and voicing 
their concerns. Sadly, their concerns were not taken seriously by the service employee 
they spoke to, resulting in us going home after staying at that particular holiday park 
for no more than 24 hours. My parents felt angry, as well as somewhat powerless. They 
received no refund or any other compensation. 
Had my parents visited that same holiday park in this day and age, I am pretty sure they 
would not feel as powerless as they felt at the time. For example, they now would have 
the option to post a negative message about their experience on social media. This would 
entail a risk of reputation damage for the organization (Aula, 2010; Kaplan & Haenlein, 
2010), as fellow consumers would also be exposed to (and potentially influenced by) 
this expression of negative emotions. For organizations, it makes sense to react to such 
messages; this is usually the job of service employees who are responsible for webcare. 
This employee would then have the challenging task of not only trying to regulate my 
parents’ emotions, making them feel better about the organization, but also preventing 
that fellow consumers become affected by my parents’ negative message through emotional 
contagion, “a process in which a person or group influences the emotions or behaviour 
of another person or group through the conscious or unconscious induction of emotion 
states and behavioural attitudes” (Schoenewolf, 1990, p. 50; cited by Barsade, 2002).
Yet, with the limited amount of research devoted to the role emotional contagion 
plays in service interactions on social media, it remains unclear which actions a service 
employee could have taken to 1) effectively better the emotional state of my parents 
and 2) ensure that other consumers would not adopt the negative emotions expressed 
in their critical message. Furthermore, it is not certain to what extent the service quality 
perceptions of my parents and the service quality inferences of fellow consumers would 
have been affected in this situation. Therefore, this dissertation investigates how pervasive 
emotional contagion is in 1) service employee – customer, and 2) consumer – fellow consumer 




1.2 The role of emotions and emotional contagion in service 
settings
1.2.1 The eff ect of emotions on service quality perceptions
Considerable research has been published on the determinants of perceived service 
quality and satisfaction. Over the years, several models have been developed, each of 
them identifying factors that are of infl uence on customers’ service quality perceptions. 
Examples of such models include Mehrabian and Russell’s approach-avoidance model 
(1974), the attribute service quality model (Haywood-Farmer, 1988) and the servicescape 
conceptual framework (Bitner, 1992). 
A more recent model is the social servicescape model (Tombs & McColl-Kennedy, 
2003). Th e social servicescape model regards the emotions of the customer an important 
infl uence on quality perceptions and satisfaction. Th is is in line with the aff ect-as-
information model (Schwarz & Clore, 1988) which suggests that emotions, feelings 
of high intensity and short duration (Barry, 1999; Oatley, Keltner, & Jenkings, 2006), 
are likely to infl uence evaluations of people, objects, events, or ideas, thereby exerting 
an indirect eff ect on satisfaction and loyalty intentions (Kenrick, Neuberg, & Cialdini, 
2007; Liljander & Strandvik, 1997; Yoo, Park, & MacInnis, 1998). 
According to the social servicescape model, emotions of customers are not established in 
isolation. Rather, they are, in part, aff ected by the displayed emotions of others (Tombs 
& McColl-Kennedy, 2003). In particular, the way service employees express and deal 
with emotions has great importance (Delcourt, Gremler, Van Riel, & Van Birgelen, 
2013; Hennig-Th urau, Groth, Paul, & Gremler, 2006; Liljander & Strandvik, 1997; 
Pugh, 2001; Subramony & Pugh, 2015), such that expressions of positive emotions 
during face-to-face interactions (e.g., smiling) can cause the customer to perceive higher 
service quality, through a process called emotional contagion (Hennig-Th urau et al., 
2006; Pugh, 2001). 
1.2.2 Infl uencing customers’ emotions through emotional contagion
Emotional contagion is defi ned as “a process in which a person or group infl uences the 
emotions or behaviour of another person or group through the conscious or unconscious 
induction of emotion states and behavioural attitudes” (Schoenewolf, 1990, p. 50; cited 
by Barsade, 2002). Unconscious emotional contagion, often called primitive emotional 
contagion, appears to result from facial mimicry (Cappella, 1993; Hatfi eld, Cacioppo, 
& Rapson, 1994). Conscious emotional contagion, instead, entails a social comparison 
process in which a person intentionally compares their own emotion with the emotion 
expressed by another and adopts it if it seems appropriate (Barsade, 2002). 
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Most research on emotional contagion in face-to-face service interactions focuses on 
unconscious (primitive) emotional contagion (Giardini & Frese, 2008; Pugh, 2001; 
Ustrov, Valverde, & Ryan, 2016). For instance, the findings of Pugh (2001) indicate that 
customers' positive affect and evaluations of service quality is positively related to the 
display of positive emotion (smiling) by the service employee during a service encounter. 
This insight often translates into straightforward instructions for service employees who 
interact with customers face-to-face: Provide service with a smile. 
However, the rise in e-commerce, in tandem with consumers’ shift in media use, 
has resulted in a sharp increase in the number of service interactions that take place 
on social media (Bhattacharjya, Ellison, & Tripathi, 2016; Fischer & Reuber, 2011; 
Froehle, 2006; Hartzel et al., 2011; Jin & Oriaku, 2013; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; 
Li & Bernoff, 2011). With more and more service interactions taking place on social 
media, such as Facebook and Twitter, the method of communication between service 
employees and customers, has altered significantly, which can also be expected to affect 
the emotional contagion process (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Li & Bernoff, 2011; Tuten 
& Solomon, 2013).
1.2.3 A changing environment
With service interactions increasingly taking place on social media, service employees 
have to learn how to work with and around the characteristics of these media. For 
instance, most social media, in contrast to face-to-face or phone, do not allow for instant 
feedback, resulting in delayed communication (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Daft, Lengel, & 
Trevino, 1987; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). This means that more time may pass before 
customers receive a response to an urgent question or comment in comparison to face-
to-face or phone. In addition, most social media lack the nonverbal cues that are present 
in face-to-face communication, making it more challenging to interpret, express, and 
regulate emotions (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Gimpel, Huber, & Sarikaya, 2016; Kaplan & 
Haenlein, 2010). Fortunately, substitute cues such as emoji’s are available (Huang, Yen, 
& Zhang, 2008; Walther & Parks, 2002), but it is not yet clear whether they have the 
same effect on customer emotions as for example facial expressions. 
Although it is not clear yet how pervasive emotional contagion is in a service setting 
on social media, and how it affects service quality perceptions, there is evidence for 
the occurrence of emotional contagion on social media (Coviello, Sohn, et al., 2014; 
Ferrara & Yang, 2015; Gerbaudo, 2016; Gruzd, Doiron, & Mai, 2011; Kramer, 2012). 
For example, previous studies demonstrated that the valence expressed in a user’s 
status update (Facebook) or tweet (Twitter) is related to the emotions expressed in the 
preceding status updates or tweets from people the user ‘follows’ (Coviello, Sohn, et al., 




to be adopted (Coviello, Sohn, et al., 2014; Ferrara & Yang, 2015; Gerbaudo, 2016). 
However, none of these studies were conducted in a service setting.
Since customer emotions, as indicated in the social servicescape model (Tombs & 
McColl-Kennedy, 2003), are an important infl uence on service quality perceptions, it 
is highly relevant to consider the role that emotional contagion plays in a service setting 
on social media. Th is becomes even more important when considering that, on social 
media, service interactions do not take place in isolation. Due to the public nature of 
social media, consumers can witness service interactions between service employees and 
customers and consumers can create and share their own content with fellow consumers 
(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). As such, emotions expressed in service interactions or in 
response to a service experience may spread from one-to-many, ultimately aff ecting 
the service quality perceptions of many consumers (Kenrick et al., 2007; Liljander & 
Strandvik, 1997; Schwarz & Clore, 1988). Th erefore, it is indispensable for service 
employees and managers to know how to regulate customers’ emotions and service 
quality perceptions eff ectively during social media interactions, and how to assess the 
threat posed by negative emotions that consumers express on social media (Delcourt et 
al., 2013; Delcourt, Gremler, Van Riel, & Van Birgelen, 2016). Th e current dissertation 
aims to shed more light on these issues by addressing four knowledge gaps concerning 
the pervasiveness and consequences of emotional contagion in service interactions on 
social media. Th ese gaps will be introduced in the next section.
1.3 Relevance of the dissertation and research question
As discussed in earlier sections, previous studies have already provided us with a certain 
understanding of how emotional contagion takes place on social media. We know, for 
one, that emotional contagion can occur on social media and that, in the aforementioned 
research, positive emotions were more likely to be adopted than negative emotions 
(Coviello, Sohn, et al., 2014; Ferrara & Yang, 2015; Gerbaudo, 2016). At the same time, 
several important gaps remain, particularly with respect to the role emotional contagion 
plays in service interactions on social media. For one, it is not yet clear what kind of actions 
service employees take to regulate customers’ emotions in service interactions on social media. Th is 
is the fi rst gap we wish to address in this dissertation. We identify these actions in chapter 2 
by conducting semi-structured interviews with service employees responsible for webcare.
After having identifi ed the actions that service employees take to regulate customers’ 
emotions, it is possible to test the eff ectiveness of these actions on service quality 
perceptions, and investigate the role that emotional contagion plays in this process. As 
such, the second gap the current dissertations seeks to fi ll are: ‘Do the actions that service 
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employees take in service interactions to regulate customers’ emotions on social media trigger 
conscious emotional contagion?’ (Gap 2a) and ‘How do the resulting customer emotions affect 
satisfaction and loyalty intentions, following a service interaction on social media?’ (Gap 2b). 
To this end, in chapter 3, we take one of the actions that service employees frequently 
use to regulate customers’ emotions, namely the use of emoji’s as substitute cues, and 
examine whether this instigates a process of conscious emotional contagion, ultimately 
affecting customer satisfaction and loyalty intentions. 
Gaps 1 and 2 focus on emotional contagion in service interactions between a service 
employee and a customer. However, as illustrated in the motivation and in section 1.2.3, 
social media also allows consumers to create and share their own content with fellow 
consumers (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). As such, service interactions can also take place 




















Interaction service employee - customer Interaction consumer – fellow consumer
Figure 1. Emotional contagion and its consequences for the two service interactions on 
social media
To properly reflect the opportunities and risks of emotional contagion in the social media 
environment, chapters 4 and 5 focus on interactions between consumers. In chapter 4, 
we firstly try to determine whether emotional contagion takes place between consumers on 
social media in a service setting (Gap 3). Although in chapter 4, negative emotions were 
found to be not as contagious as positive emotions, the risk attached to the adoption of 
negative emotions between consumers is quite high (Aula, 2010; Kaplan & Haenlein, 
2010). In recent years some organizations experienced this first-hand, when they were 
confronted with an outburst of negativity (also referred to as a social media storm) 
on social media following a service failure (Muralidharan, Dillistone, & Shin, 2011; 
Pfeffer, Zorbach, & Carley, 2014). This suggests that there are circumstances in which 
negative emotional contagion between consumers does occur on social media, and that 
it is crucial for service managers and employees to be able to predict when this is likely to 
happen, and which effects it will have. Therefore, in chapter 5, we concentrate on Gap 
4a; ‘Which circumstances contribute to the pervasiveness of negative emotional contagion 
from consumer to fellow consumers on social media, following a service failure’ and Gap 4b 
‘How does the expression of negative emotions by a consumer on social media, following a 




Filling these four gaps contributes to answering the overarching research question 
presented in the fi rst section of this dissertation: How pervasive is conscious emotional 
contagion in 1) service employee – customer, and 2) consumer – fellow consumer interactions 
on social media, and how does it aff ect service quality perceptions? 
1.4 Overview of dissertation
To answer the overarching research question, four studies have been conducted. Studies 1 
and 2, described in chapters 2 and 3, investigate the pervasiveness of emotional contagion 
in the fi rst interaction described in the research question, namely that between service 
employee and customer. Studies 3 and 4, described in chapters 4 and 5, revolve around the 
pervasiveness of emotional contagion in the second interaction described in the research 
question, which is the interaction between consumers (consumer – fellow consumer). 
Figure 2 showcases for each chapter which interaction it focuses on. Furthermore, it 
lists the gaps that each chapter addresses. Sections 1.4.1 - 1.4.4 describe the studies in 
more detail, concluding with Figure 3 that provides a comprehensive overview of the 
dissertation, describing the title of each study, the interaction it concentrates on, as well 
as its research design and analysis. 
Overarching research question: 
How pervasive is conscious emotional contagion in 1) service employee – customer, and 2) consumer – fellow consumer interactions on social 
media, and how does it aect service quality perceptions? 
Chapter 2 Gap 1 What kind of  actions do service employees take to regulate customers’ emotions in service interactions on social media?
Do the actions that service employees take in service interactions 
to regulate customers’ emotions on social media trigger 
conscious emotional contagion?
Does emotional contagion take place between consumers 







How do the resulting customer emotions aect satisfaction and 
loyalty intentions, following a service interaction on social media?
Gap 4a
Gap 4b
How does the expression of  negative emotions by a consumer on 































Which circumstances contribute to the pervasiveness of  negative 
emotional contagion from consumer to fellow consumers on social 
media, following a service failure? 
Figure 2. Interactions and gaps addressed in each chapter
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1.4.1 Chapter 2: “Because that’s all you got: One sentence.” 
 How the characteristics of Facebook and Twitter affect service 
employees’ perceived ability to regulate emotions
In chapter 2 we address the first gap of the dissertation; ‘What kind of actions do service 
employees take to regulate customers’ emotions in service interactions on social media?’ To that 
end, semi-structured interviews were conducted with service employees who regularly 
interact with customers through social media.
Five media characteristics were identified that, according to the service employees, 
influence the regulation of emotions: 1) asynchronousness, 2) negative atmosphere, 3) 
informal communication style, 4) limited cues and, 5) the public nature of social media. 
To cope with the sometimes problematic social media characteristics, service employees 
take deliberate actions that allow them to still positively influence consumers’ emotions. 
For example, employees who are struggling with the limited cues available on Twitter 
can take two possible routes. One such route is to make use of substitute cues available 
on social media, such as emoji’s. 
1.4.2 Chapter 3: Is service with a smiley really the same as service with a smile? 
Emotional contagion through emoji’s in service interactions on Twitter
With the informal communication style and the limited cues that social media provide 
to get a message across, the use of emoji’s is of the ordinary (Kaplan & Haenlein, 
2010; Lillqvist & Louhiala-Salminen, 2013; Vashisht & Thakur, 2014). However, 
limited research has been conducted to determine whether the use of emoji’s in service 
interactions on social media, like facial expressions in face-to-face service interactions, 
such as smiles (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2006; Pugh, 2001; Ustrov et al., 2016), can 
trigger a process of emotional contagion, thereby affecting customers’ emotions and 
subsequently service quality perceptions. The current study therefore investigates if 
the use of emoji’s (both positive and negative) by a service employee, on Twitter, can 
instigate a process of conscious emotional contagion and ultimately affect the customer’s 
service quality perception. As such, this study contributes to filling Gap 2a; ‘Do the 
actions that service employees take in service interactions to regulate customers’ emotions on 
social media trigger conscious emotional contagion?’, and Gap 2b; ‘How do the resulting 
customer emotions affect satisfaction and loyalty intentions, following a service interaction 
on social media?’
The results indicate that emoji’s can instigate a process of conscious emotional 
contagion. Specifically, it appears that positive emoji’s lead the customer to perceive the 
service employee as enthusiastic which, in turn, makes the customer experience more 




We, however, found little proof of negative emoji’s exerting an impact on customers’ 
emotions.
1.4.3 Chapter 4: If it can make it there, it can make it anywhere
 An investigation of the pervasiveness of emotional contagion of 
negative and non-negative emotions under adverse circumstances on 
social media, following a service failure
Chapter 4 investigates Gap 3; ‘Does emotional contagion take place between consumers 
on social media in a service setting?’ A real-life dataset, comprising of 1186 tweets that 
were posted by consumers via an integrated tweet box in response to a service failure, 
was gathered and investigated for signs of emotional contagion using two analytical 
procedures specifi cally developed for this purpose. By exploring the pervasiveness of 
both negative and non-negative emotional contagion after a service failure, between 
consumers under the adverse circumstances of social media users being unfamiliar with 
each other, having limited cues available and no feedback capability, we relied on the 
Sinatra inference: ‘if emotional contagion can make it there, it can make it anywhere’ 
(Levy, 2002). 
Th e fi ndings from the analyses support the notion that emotional contagion can occur 
between consumers who are unfamiliar with each other, who have only a limited number 
of cues available and no feedback capability. However, whereas clear indications of non-
negative emotional contagion between consumers were found, no such indications were 
found for negative emotional contagion. 
1.4.4 Chapter 5: Contagion is a conscious choice
 Investigating the circumstances in which negative emotional contagion 
occurs between consumers on Facebook, after a service failure
In this chapter we examine how a negative eWOM message on a social networking site, 
in which a consumer expresses anger about a service failure, aff ects the service quality 
inferences of fellow consumers. Although in chapters 3 and 4, negative emotions were 
found to be not as contagious as positive emotions, the risk attached to the adoption 
of negative between consumers is quite high for organizations (Aula, 2010; Kaplan 
& Haenlein, 2010). Th erefore this chapter addresses Gap 4a; ‘Which circumstances 
contribute to the pervasiveness of negative emotional contagion from consumer to fellow 
consumers on social media, following a service failure?’, and Gap 4b ‘How does the expression 
of negative emotions by a consumer on social media, following a service failure, aff ect fellow 
consumers’ service quality inferences?’ To do so, an experiment was conducted in which 
we varied interpersonal and personal factors that, in diff erent settings, have been shown 
to be of infl uence on the pervasiveness of negative emotional contagion. Specifi cally, 
we ask how the interplay of the interpersonal factor ‘interpersonal relationship’ and the 
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personal factor ‘emotional contagion susceptibility’ affects the impact of the ‘perceived 
severity of a service failure’, as described by a consumer in a Facebook post (negative 
eWOM), on anger and (consequently) service quality inferences of a fellow consumer. 
The results indicate a significant three-way interaction effect between perceived severity 
of the service failure, emotional contagion susceptibility and interpersonal relationship 
with the consumer on anger. If the consumer and the fellow consumer are friends, the 
pervasiveness of emotional contagion is not affected by the fellow consumer’s emotional 
contagion susceptibility. If, on the other hand, the consumer and the fellow consumer 
are strangers, emotional contagion susceptibility co-determines the pervasiveness of 
emotional contagion. Furthermore, the findings indicate that the expression of anger 
by a consumer on social media, following a service failure, can influence service quality 
inferences through two routes; a direct, cognitive route and an indirect, affective 
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• Semi structured interviews
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• Inductive and deductive coding using ATLAS.ti
Figure 4. Introducing chapter 2
A paper version of this chapter was presented at the 2018 Symposium Language in 
Webcare – Interdisciplinary Perspectives in Genk: 
Widdershoven, S., Pluymaekers, M., & Bloemer, J.M.M. (2018). Disentangling a web of 
emotions: How the characteristics of Facebook and Twitter affect webcare employees’ perceived 
ability to regulate emotion.




Th e rise in e-commerce, in tandem with consumers’ shift in media use, has resulted in 
service interactions that increasingly take place on social media (Bhattacharjya et al., 
2016; Fischer & Reuber, 2011; Froehle, 2006; Hartzel et al., 2011; Jin & Oriaku, 2013; 
Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Li & Bernoff , 2011). Th e screenshot in Figure 5 shows an 
example of such an interaction. A Dutch airline used its Facebook page to share a picture 
of an airplane touching the ground with pink skies in the background with the caption 
“What a dreamy sight, right?” As the responses in the screenshot illustrate, not every 
customer could see the positives. 
Figure 5. Service interaction on Facebook1
Many customers, like Roxanne, responded to the post by sharing their own “not so 
dreamy” experience with this airline, while only a few customers praised the airline for its 
great service. Th e screenshot also illustrates that the exchange between these customers 
and the airline was by no means a private conversation; fellow customers responded to 
Roxanne using text messages and emoji’s.
Th e public nature of social media, which inevitably entails involvement by fellow 
consumers, combined with the tendency for most customer messages on such media 
1 Th e fi gure shows a screenshot from a Dutch website. ‘Leuk’ is the Dutch equivalent of like and 
‘Beantwoorden’ is the Dutch word for reply.
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to be negative (Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2013) presents a major challenge to service 
employees, whose job requires them to regulate their own emotions and positively 
influence customers’ emotions (Delcourt et al., 2013, 2016; Liljander & Strandvik, 
1997; Oliver, 1993). This challenge is exacerbated by the relatively poor media richness 
of the most commonly used online customer contact media, Twitter and Facebook, 
which makes it more difficult to recognize and express emotions accurately (Kaplan 
& Haenlein, 2010). As a result, commonplace forms of advice about how to regulate 
customers’ emotions, preferably as quickly as possible (Aula, 2010), are relatively difficult 
to implement in social media environments.
To gain insights into how service employees regulate their own and customers’ emotions 
during service interactions on Facebook and Twitter, we conducted expert interviews 
with service employees who interact with customers through these media regularly. The 
employees’ ample experience in dealing with customers’ emotions through social media 
gives them a unique understanding of how media characteristics affect the regulation 
of their own emotions, as well as the possibilities for regulating customers’ emotions 
during online service interactions. 
By focusing on the question of how service employees regulate their own and customers’ 
emotions during service interactions on Facebook and Twitter, this study shows how 
service interactions through social media differ from those that take place in a face-to-
face setting and how these differences affect employees’ ability to regulate their own, 
as well as customers’, emotions. Although previous literature has identified several 
mechanisms and processes for face-to-face service interactions (Chi, Grandey, Diamond, 
& Krimmel, 2011; Grandey, Dickter, & Sin, 2004; Nezlek & Kuppens, 2008), few 
studies do so in a social media context.
The practical implications thus can aid service managers as well as employees. The findings 
of this study disclose several actions that service employees can take. For example, when 
an employee is struggling with the limited cues available on Twitter, (s) he might take 
two possible routes: (1) resort to another medium, such as the telephone, to increase 
their ability to perceive, understand, and express emotions (Delcourt et al., 2016) or 
(2) use substitute cues available on social media to express or regulate emotions (Huang 
et al., 2008; Walther & Parks, 2002). The interviews also made evident that service 
employees work under demanding conditions, many of which can be mitigated if the 
service manager equips them with the necessary resources. 
The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows: We discuss the media characteristics 
of Facebook and Twitter that service employees can use to regulate their own and their 
customers’ emotions. Next, we focus on what is known, and not, about regulating 
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emotions. We then describe the methods for our data collection and data analysis. 
In outlining and discussing the fi ndings, we pay specifi c attention to the managerial 
implications. Finally, we conclude with some limitations of this study and suggestions 
for further research. 
2.2 Literature review
2.2.1 Medium characteristics: how social media diff er from other media
Several characteristics are typical of Facebook and Twitter, as environments in which 
service interactions take place. First, these media are public. Social media provide an 
open environment in which people have access to all sorts of conversations and can 
create and share their own content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Th is open environment 
provides transparency, as well as rapid and broad dispersion of information (Barsade, 
2002; Berthon, Pitt, Plangger, & Shapiro, 2012; Kwahk & Kim, 2017). Whereas service 
interactions that take place face to face, through mail, or over the telephone are mostly 
private, service interactions through Facebook or Twitter often allow fellow consumers to 
witness and engage in the interaction. Th is setting can lead consumers to interfere in or 
share an interaction, which makes it challenging for employees to control conversations 
about their organization. 
Second, media richness represents “the amount of information a vehicle allows to be 
transmitted in a given time interval” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p.61). Th e richness of 
a medium depends on four criteria: (1) feedback capability (i.e., its ability to allow the 
user to provide instant feedback, which helps clarify issues and correct mistakes); (2) 
multiple cues (i.e., its ability to facilitate the simultaneous exchange of multiple [non]
verbal cues); (3) personal focus (i.e., the medium’s ability to convey tailored messages; 
and (4) language variety (i.e., its ability to convey both natural language and numbers) 
(Daft & Lengel, 1986; Gimpel et al., 2016). Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) argue that 
Twitter and Facebook are low to medium in media richness. Most communication 
through these vehicles is asynchronous, which means that feedback is not provided 
instantly. Furthermore, both vehicles lack the nonverbal cues that are present in face-to-
face communication, which makes it more challenging to interpret, express, and regulate 
emotions (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Gimpel et al., 2016; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010).
Th ird, though some research posits that the limited cues on Facebook and Twitter hinder 
the interpretation and expression of emotions, other literature suggests communicators 
have found ways to overcome this hindrance. Social media users employ emoji’s 
as substitutes for cues such as facial expressions, body gestures, and other nonverbal 
cues (Huang et al., 2008; Walther & Parks, 2002). Emoji’s are picture characters or 
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pictographs, such as those used in Figure 5 (Kaye, Malone, & Wall, 2017), that serve 
two general functions: to help senders communicate their emotions and to help receivers 
avoid misinterpretation by hinting at the intent of the message (Jibril & Abdullah, 2013; 
Kaye, Wall, & Malone, 2016; Thompson & Filik, 2016; Wall, Kaye, & Malone, 2016; 
Walther & Parks, 2002). Furthermore, punctuation such as exclamation marks (!) can 
signal that the sender experiences the expressed emotion intensively (Quan & Ren, 2010).
Fourth, Facebook and Twitter create predominantly negative atmospheres when they 
function as customer contact media (Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2013). Negative posts in 
general evoke more comments and retweets than positive ones, possibly because of a 
negativity bias, such that “based on both innate predispositions and experience, [people] 
give greater weight to negative entities” and therefore respond more quickly or intensely 
to negative events than to neutral or positive events (Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2013, p. 
224). When considering the consequences for service interactions on social media, we 
cannot separate this social media characteristic from its public nature. That is, consumers 
post negative messages, and fellow consumers feel the urge to share those messages 
or comment on them, so the risk of reputation damage is high, especially if negative 
opinions about the organization go unanswered (Aula, 2010). Service employees, who 
must respond quickly, face a challenging situation: They experience pressures to respond 
properly to the customer while also confronting fellow consumers and their thoughts. 
Such a situation requires employees to regulate their own emotion, as well as customers’ 
emotions, effectively. 
2.2.2 Regulating emotions
Regulating emotions is one of the four dimensions of emotional competence; it involves 
an ability to manage moods and emotions of the self and others (Delcourt et al., 2016). 
The two ways employees can regulate their own emotions are through reappraisal and 
suppression (Nezlek & Kuppens, 2008). Reappraisal entails “cognitively re-evaluating 
a potentially emotion-eliciting situation in terms that decrease its emotional impact” 
(Gross, 2001, p. 216). If a person looks at a situation from a different perspective or 
approaches a situation with a different goal in mind, the emotional impact of that 
situation may change. It is not the situation as such that elicits emotions but rather the 
person’s evaluation of it (Gross, 1999). With suppression though, “an individual inhibits 
ongoing emotion expressive behaviour” (Gross, 2001, p. 216). A person may experience 
certain feelings but chooses not to display them, because expressing the feelings will 
strengthen them, whereas limiting the expression may decrease them (Gross, 1999, 
2001). Existing research indicates that reappraisal is optimal. Not only is it more 
effective in decreasing the intensity of the emotional experience than suppression, it also 
has a positive impact on social functioning (Gross, 2002).
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Employees who can eff ectively regulate their own emotions are more capable of 
maintaining a positive state (Giardini & Frese, 2008; Jeon, 2016; Liljander & Strandvik, 
1997; Lopes, Salovey, & Beers, 2005; Pugh, 2001), which benefi ts not only the employee 
but also the customer. Previous research has shown that an employee’s emotional state 
can exert a direct infl uence on customers and their satisfaction with the service through 
emotional contagion (Giardini & Frese, 2008; Hennig-Th urau et al., 2006; Pugh, 
2001; Tsai & Huang, 2012; Ustrov et al., 2016). We defi ne  emotional contagion as “a 
process in which a person or group infl uences the emotions or behaviour of another 
person or group through the conscious or unconscious induction of emotion states and 
behavioural attitudes” (Schoenewolf, 1990, p. 50; cited by Barsade, 2002). Research on 
emotional contagion in face-to-face service encounters indicates that customers who 
interact with a smiling service employee are more satisfi ed with the service interaction, 
as well as the service provided, than customers who encounter a nonsmiling service 
employee (Hennig-Th urau et al., 2006; Pugh, 2001; Ustrov et al., 2016). Th is eff ect is 
mediated by the emotions the customer experiences. Th is insight often translates into 
straightforward instructions for service employees who interact with customers face-to-
face: Provide service with a smile. 
However, it remains unclear how service employees can regulate customers’ emotions 
through social media. Th e public nature, low to medium media richness, and 
predominantly negative atmosphere of these customer contact media present challenges 
to service employees who seek to regulate customers’ emotions. Specifi cally, the public 
nature of social media provides a less controllable environment and requires the service 
employee to acknowledge the presence of other consumers, who are likely to interfere 
or share negative ideas, putting added pressure on the service employee and increasing 
the risk of reputation damage (Aula, 2010; Berthon et al., 2012). Although a general 
rule suggests responding quickly to negative posts (Aula, 2010), doing so may not be 
possible, because communication through these customer contact media tends to be 
asynchronous (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Th is aspect of media richness, along with 
the lack of ability to convey certain nonverbal cues, makes it even more challenging to 
regulate emotions (Gimpel et al., 2016; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Th e presence of 
substitute cues, such as emoji’s and exclamation marks, could help service employees 
interpret and regulate (customers’) emotions though (Kaye et al., 2016; Th ompson & 
Filik, 2016; Wall et al., 2016; Walther & Parks, 2002). 
Few studies provide adequate insights into how service employees actually regulate 
their own and customers’ emotions when using Twitter and Facebook. Gaining such 
understanding is critical, because service encounters increasingly take place through 
these social media, and customers rely on their emotions to determine their level of 
satisfaction with the service encounter and the service itself (Bhattacharjya et al., 2016; 
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Fischer & Reuber, 2011; Froehle, 2006; Hartzel et al., 2011; Jin & Oriaku, 2013; 
Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Li & Bernoff, 2011; Liljander & Strandvik, 1997; Oliver, 
1993; Schwarz & Clore, 1988). The research question we therefore seek to answer with 
this study is as follows: How is the way service employees regulate their own emotions, as 
well as the emotions of the customer, affected by the media characteristics of Facebook and 
Twitter?
2.3 Methodology
2.3.1  Data collection and sample
To answer the research question, we conducted semi structured interviews with service 
employees (N = 17) who use social media and other media (e.g., telephone, email, chat) 
to communicate with customers. The service employees worked in various industries, 
such as travel, online retailing, health care, and telecommunications (see Appendix I). 
Ten interviewees were women. The interviewees’ ages ranged between 22 and 49 years, 
with the majority in the 25–30 year range. All candidates except one held bachelor’s or 
master’s degrees. 
To add structure to the interviews, we developed an interview plan using the critical 
incident technique (CIT) (Flanagan, 1954). After answering several introductory 
questions that shed light on the context in which the interviewee operated (e.g., “Which 
specific social media are used for interacting with customers?” “Which of these media 
do you prefer to use and why?”), interviewees were asked to think about both a positive 
and a negative interaction with a customer through social media. Specifically, we asked:
• “Can you describe a service interaction through social media during which you dealt 
with a customer who expressed positive emotions?”
• “Can you describe a service interaction through social media during which you dealt 
with a customer who expressed negative emotions?”
Prompts from the interviewer related to the CIT questions always included the following: 
• “How did the customer express him- or herself?”
• “How did that [the customer expressing him- or herself in such a way] make you feel?”
• “How did you regulate the customer’s emotions and your own?”
• “How did you express yourself?”
In line with the semi structured approach, the interviewer probed for additional 
comments throughout the entire interview and asked follow-up questions to bring 
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more in-depth information to the surface. To help the interviewees feel at ease and 
comfortable in giving their true opinions, we also guaranteed data confi dentiality and 
promised the interviewees that the gathered data would only be used for academic and 
theoretical purposes. 
Th e interviews took place between January 2015 and February 2017, and each interview 
lasted between 30 and 90 minutes. We determined that saturation was achieved when, 
after the 16th interview, no additional facts or insights emerged. 
2.3.2 Data analysis 
Th e principal researcher conducted all interviews and recorded them with the interview 
candidates’ permission. After transcribing the interviews verbatim, the research team 
performed checks to determine transcription accuracy (Charmaz, 2006). We sent two 
interviews back to the interviewees and asked them to confi rm whether their opinions 
had been correctly portrayed. Both interviewees indicated that they had been.
Th e principal researcher and a research assistant trained for this purpose coded all 
interviews (Charmaz, 2006). To achieve intercoder agreement, the researcher and 
research assistant coded the fi rst fi ve interviews together until they reached agreement 
about a coding scheme. We applied the software package ATLAS.ti to analyze the data, 
using a reiterative process of inductive and deductive coding. During this process, fi ve 
themes emerged, four of which corresponded with the media characteristics cited in the 
literature review. 
2.4 Findings
In the course of speaking to the interviewees about regulating their own and customers’ 
emotions, it became evident that their approaches were infl uenced by the characteristics 
of the medium. Th ey spontaneously mentioned the four characteristics that our literature 
review identifi ed as typical for social media: public nature, asynchronousness, limited 
cues, and negative atmosphere. Th e interviewees also mentioned another characteristic: 
an informal communication style. Th ey outlined how these characteristics aff ected the 
regulation of their own and/or customers’ emotions, as detailed next.
2.4.1  Asynchronousness 
According to the interviewees, customers expect a relatively quick response on social 
media, compared with email: 
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Yes, the expectations regarding response time are high. Look, when a customer sends 
an email, he gets an automatic reply saying, “You will get a response within 24 or 48 
hours.” With social media that is obviously not the case. (Interviewee 2)
However, though a response is expected quickly, it is not expected immediately, 
which provides the employee with enough time to think carefully about the optimal 
message to convey. This time lag seems to have a positive effect on the regulation of 
the employees’ emotions; they can take the time to generate a better response and, in 
some cases, cool down:
Well, if you’re communicating over the phone, you have to respond directly. If you’re 
communicating through social media, you can first think about the best way to respond 
to something. (Interviewee 3) 
You can check everything [one more] time before you respond. And that is something I 
personally like a lot because it’s not like you have to respond directly and then just blur 
something out. If you’re on the phone, you might just blur something out, go [on the 
defensive]. When communicating through social media, you can put the issue aside for 
a minute. (Interviewee 3)
Furthermore, this extra time can be used to deliberate on the best possible response, 
with the help of colleagues: 
With Facebook you can [think about the best possible response]. So if you see a 
possibility to resolve things in a nice way, to make a joke, then you can often still think 
about it. You can take a moment to deliberate with colleagues if something has been 
going on for some time. (Interviewee 1)
The asynchronousness differentiates social media service encounters from other service 
encounters. Although customers expect a relatively quick response, the employee still 
has some time to regulate his or her own emotions, focus on the task at hand, and think 
of and test the best possible way to respond. 
2.4.2  Negative atmosphere
Although the interviewees were not specifically asked about the atmosphere of social 
media, they all spontaneously pointed out that the emotions expressed on social media 
are predominantly negative: 
We are living in a world where most news is negative. So we practically only deal with 
negativity. (Interviewee 11)
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[It’s] kind of nice when, after 10 negative messages, you fi nally get a positive one. 
(Interviewee 6)
In general, customers are more negative through social media. (Interviewee 2)
Impact on self-regulation
Because service employees are confronted with negative emotions all the time, the 
impact of negative emotions wears off  after a while, and negative emotions simply 
become “part of the job”: 
At the beginning, the very beginning, I thought, “Wow, people do not hold back.... 
On social media, they dare to say everything.” So, in the beginning that surprised me. 
At that time I would often think, “Oh no, another negative response.” But now I do 
not care anymore what kind of response is posted. You always have to try something. 
(Interviewee 4)
I think the impact of negative customer emotions has decreased over time. Because 
every day we see a complaint, does not necessarily have to be a complaint, but that 
type of message come by. And it does not shock you anymore, it has turned into routine. 
(Interviewee 15)
I’ve learned not to be aff ected by those negative emotions anymore. (Interviewee 6)
Positive emotions, in contrast, are less common on social media and thus seem to aff ect 
employees’ emotions: 
Positive messages from customers certainly aff ect me. I mean, it provides a sense of 
accomplishment. Th at is what you’re doing this job for, plus it is nice to get positive 
responses. It certainly gives me a boost, certainly. (Interviewee 5)
It just gives you a positive feeling. We receive a lot of messages throughout the day, and 
these are obviously not all positive. So when something very positive comes along, we 
share that with colleagues. Like: “Did you see this?...” Th is also benefi ts the working 
atmosphere. (Interviewee 2)
Th us, because of the imbalance between positive and negative emotions, negative 
emotions expressed by customers do not aff ect the employee as much after a period 
of time and are regarded as “part of the job.” Service employees consider customer 
expressions of positive emotions mostly an evaluation of a job well done and feel inclined 
to share such appraisals with colleagues. 
Chapter 2
34
Impact on the regulation of customers’ emotions
With respect to regulating customer emotions, the interviewees stressed the importance 
of empathizing with customers who express themselves negatively. They even consider 
empathy a prerequisite for effective regulation of negative emotions: 
Look, most of the time, I get it. I try to envision myself in that situation. I am a 
customer of other organizations, so I can imagine what it feels like. I try to make the 
customer see that we will certainly try to help him. Maybe not as good or fast as you 
had expected, but we are working on a solution. And I try to convey that I understand 
him. That piece of empathy is something I always show, and I always try to make it 
clear that I am working on a solution. (Interviewee 5)
In principle, you have to show empathy. I think that mirroring feelings is a part of 
empathy because [if ] you show that you know how someone is feeling, then the feeling 
dissolves or at least partially dissolves. That is just a good technique to calm people 
down. Especially when they are angry. (Interviewee 1)
Considering how service employees regulate negative customer emotions, it becomes 
evident that experiencing and expressing empathy, a quality of emotionally competent 
employees, is an important factor. Furthermore, employees try to give an honest 
indication of when the customer can expect a solution. 
2.4.3  Informal communication style
The interviewees considered social media an informal and more personal environment, 
in which the use of emoji’s is acceptable. This usage even is recommended in most 
organization policies, as one interviewee indicated: 
There are certain guidelines. For instance, “to thee and thou.” On Facebook and 
Twitter, you address a customer by saying [the less formal] “je.” We only have to use 
“u” when we are talking to our business clients.… But when talking to the regular 
customers, we can decide for ourselves how to deal with them, to make a joke or not. 
You are provided with that freedom to communicate with the customer in the way you 
deem right. (Interviewee 4)




In general, the interviewees said that they were happy with the informal communication 
style, in that it provides them with a sense of freedom: 
… because you are free to respond in a way that you deem appropriate. Th e fact 
that you can use informal ways of communicating (“je” instead of “u”), gives me the 
freedom to have a fun chat or at least experience less pressure. It’s a lot more free and 
more enjoyable. (Interviewee 8)
Interviewees also mentioned a downside to the informal communication style of social 
media though; they noted less personal distance between the employee and the customer, 
which can inadvertently lead the customer to hold the employee personally accountable: 
Th ere are also people who call you by name: “Yes, *name*, please fi x this. Why are 
things going so wrong?” It’s a lot more diffi  cult when someone calls you by name. In 
the past, there was also a customer who started calling me names. Th at made me very 
angry. (Interviewee 12) 
We asked this interviewee how she regulated her own emotions after being held 
personally accountable, and she replied:
I did not respond immediately, of course. You let it sink in for a while. I then honestly 
told the customer that this is not how we are supposed to be treating each other and I 
told him that it aff ected me. (Interviewee 12)
Th e informal communication style commonly used when interacting with customers 
via social media can enhance employees’ feeling that they are being held personally 
accountable for problems, particularly when customers address them by their names. 
Th is personal accountability makes it more diffi  cult for them to regulate their own 
emotions. 
Impact on the regulation of customers’ emotions
Employees try to infl uence customers’ emotions by applying a personalized approach. 
Th ey adapt their style of communication to the perceived preferences of the customer: 
It’s just a very personal approach. Look, I have also phoned and emailed with customers, 
which is far more formal. And it should be. But with social media, Facebook, Twitter, 
you can make a joke and make things more personal. You try to determine what kind 
of person you’re dealing with, test the water: Can I use a wink (emoji)? Can I make 
a joke? (Interviewee 12)
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Furthermore, because the communication takes place in an informal environment, 
employees have access to more personal information about the customer. This 
information is often useful when employees want to take a personal approach during a 
service recovery process: 
We say, “Look, something has been delivered that was broken. We will fix this.” The 
customer will receive a new article, but we do not consider that to be enough because 
this was not the first time things went wrong. We can see that client is a fan of Ajax 
[soccer club]. Shall we send some merchandise from Ajax? We decide to send it! The 
customer then is overwhelmed: “It’s a gift, it’s free, it matches my interests. Great!” 
We also add a nice note and we ourselves write the message. Those are all rather 
small things, does not have to be expensive. But the customer’s experience is great. 
(Interviewee 1)
In summary, the informal communication style of social media can benefit employees’ 
attempts to regulate customers’ emotions, because they can adopt a personalized 
approach to the customer that may exceed their expectations and generate more positive 
attitudes toward the organization. 
2.4.4 Limited cues
Service employees mentioned they find it difficult to express their own emotions as 
well as interpret customers’ intentions and emotions, particularly when using Twitter, 
because of the limited number of cues and characters available: 
With Twitter you just have so few characters. Messages are very short. Yeah, I do 
not like Twitter at all because I cannot express myself properly in that one sentence. 
Because that’s all you got: one sentence, unless you create multiple messages. This means 
you cannot come across as enthusiastic, you cannot explain something properly or 
describe it with the right words. It has to be done with as few words as possible. But 
with Facebook you can. So you can be more enthusiastic there. (Interviewee 1)
When trying to regulate customers’ emotions, employees mentioned two ways to work 
around the limited number of cues and characters available on Twitter. The first option 
is to resort to a different medium: 
The other day, I had a customer who, well, who had sent very negative messages. So I 
was like, “Okay, I am going to phone this customer because with my 140 characters I 
cannot ask what is going on.” (Interviewee 2)
“Because that’s all you got: One sentence”
37
2
In such a situation, some employees use Facebook, because the limited number of 
cues and characters is not as much of an issue on that site. Facebook allows for longer 
messages, as well as the use of several types of cues: 
I like Facebook the most because it’s most versatile. You can do anything on Facebook; 
have more interaction, publish photos or videos. (Interviewee 9)
A second approach is to add emoji’s or exclamation marks. By doing so, employees 
believe that they are still able to express positive emotions (i.e., service with a digital 
smile) and expect to induce positive emotions in the customer (i.e., start a process 
of positive emotional contagion). With regard to service employees’ use of emoji’s, 
interviewees mentioned: 
You also have neutral messages, without an opinion. And those inform about something 
and you just want to attach an emotion to that. But that is not possible. So, what I 
then do is add a smiley. For example: ‘You can expect your product on that day, smiley 
face.’ What happens is that it turns a neutral conversation into a positive conversation. 
(Interviewee 3)
Service employees similarly made use of exclamation marks: 
So I will tell them, “My pleasure!” or “Good to hear!” “My pleasure,” “good to hear,” 
“have a nice weekend,” “have a nice day,” those things, that’s about it. Often with an 
exclamation mark though. I think that’s what makes the diff erence. (Interviewee 13)
In summary, the interviewees’ comments indicate that they feel restricted, especially by 
Twitter, by the limited number of characters and cues it allows for expressing a message. 
When attempting to regulate customers’ emotions, service employees overcome this 
disadvantage by either contacting the customer through a medium that is higher in 
media richness or making use of the nonverbal cues that Twitter does provide, namely, 
emoji’s and exclamation marks. 
2.4.5 Public nature 
Th e interviewees noted that service interactions through social media are more public 
than other service interactions: 
Th e disadvantage of Facebook is that a lot of people read along. Th at is also the case 
for Twitter, but for Facebook this holds even more. Th is also leads to other customers 
responding to your message on Facebook, to people “liking” the response. Th at is 
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a disadvantage. Not because we do not want it or are too scared, no, it’s just that 
sometimes you want to keep matters private with a client. (Interviewee 5)
When customers post something negative on social media that generates a lot of other 
customer responses, service employees try to influence customer emotions by responding 
as quickly as possible. The employees aim to reduce their customers’ negative emotions 
by letting them know their complaint is taken seriously and that the employee is working 
on the issue at hand: 
We hope that by responding as quickly as possible, … we make it evident that we are 
trying to resolve the issue, to make sure this is clear to everyone. (Interviewee 10)
In contrast, if a customer posts something that is not necessarily negative and other 
customers start responding, interviewees view it as an opportunity to boost their 
organization’s image. They often responded with humour: 
And then you can tell that one post, created by someone who had a normal question 
about a device, led to 58 responses. When we reply with jokes and things like that, 
people compliment the organization: “*Organization*, it’s awesome to see how you 
respond to this.” (Interviewee 4)
Some organizations see another opportunity that arises from the public nature of social 
media, in that they view customers who engage around certain topics to be a community. 
By providing them with a platform, the organization enables these customers to express 
their thoughts and help answer other customers’ questions. For example:
On Facebook there is a community that follows us. We also notice that when we 
promote a message, all of a sudden, a lot of other people respond. But normally our 
community, a fixed group of people, they are on top of things. We also developed a 
forum so they can share their thoughts there. (Interviewee 13)
In summary, in the case of negative emotions, service employees feel the pressure that 
is tied to the public nature of social media and try to respond as quickly as possible, 
with the hopes of informing everyone that the complaints are taken seriously. In the 
case of positive emotions, service employees do not feel pressured; rather, they see 
an opportunity to help customers who are witnessing the conversation develop more 
positive attitudes toward the organization. In some cases, service employees can use the 
presence of a group of customers in one virtual spot, able to communicate with one 
another, to establish a win–win–win situation: Customers who feel engaged with the 
organization express their thoughts and share their knowledge with other customers 
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who seek a quick response. Th is brand community also takes some of the pressure off  
the employees.
2.5 Discussion
In this study, we have taken service employees’ perspective to examine how they 
regulate their own and customers’ emotions during service interactions on Facebook 
and Twitter. Communication with customers through social media presents a challenge 
for service employees, because the characteristics of the medium (negative atmosphere, 
public nature, and low media richness) make it more diffi  cult to recognize, express, 
and regulate emotions. Previous research in face-to-face settings has demonstrated that 
regulating emotions is an important part of service employees’ jobs (Giardini & Frese, 
2008; Lopes et al., 2005), but to date, few studies have investigated how this aspect of 
customer service works in social media settings. 
We conducted interviews with service employees from various industries, specifi cally 
asking how the regulation of their own and customers’ emotions is aff ected by the 
characteristics of the vehicles used (in this case, Facebook and Twitter). Th e fi ndings 
suggest that some of these characteristics have important implications for employees’ 
regulation of their own emotions, particularly asynchronousness, the negative 
atmosphere, and the informal communication style that are common in social media 
interactions. For example, asynchronousness (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Kaplan & Haenlein, 
2010) helps employees, because though customers expect a relatively quick response, the 
asynchronous communication through Facebook and Twitter provides employees with 
enough time to distance themselves temporarily from the conversation. During this 
time, the employees can reappraise the situation, cool down, and think of and discuss 
with colleagues the best possible way to respond. Th is evaluation period would not be 
possible if the communication were synchronous, such as in service interactions via 
telephone (Daft & Lengel, 1986).
Regarding the negative atmosphere, over time, the eff ects of the overabundance 
of negative messages seem to diminish for employees. Our interviewees stated that, 
after some time, they simply perceive negative emotions as “part of the job,” which 
suggests they are deploying a reappraisal tactic of self-regulation (Gross, 2001). 
By depersonalizing negative messages and considering them a demand associated 
with their job, service employees can change the emotional impact of the situation. 
Conversely, the underrepresentation of positive emotions causes positive messages to 
have greater infl uences on service employees. Positive messages make employees feel 
good, suggesting that a process of positive emotional contagion occurs, from customer 
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to employee. Furthermore, employees are more inclined to share positive messages with 
colleagues than negative messages. Berger (2016) provides a potential explanation, in 
that people are more likely to share messages that lead to surprise. If positive messages 
are, metaphorically speaking, like a needle in a haystack, then those positive messages 
should be expected to exert a stronger effect on employees. 
The informal communication style presents both an advantage and a disadvantage for 
service employees. On the one hand, the freedom and room for authenticity associated 
with this communication style empowers them and makes their job more enjoyable 
(Hartline & Ferrell, 1996). On the other hand, the decreased personal distance associated 
with informal communication means that customers sometimes address an employee 
personally, which can affect the employee’s feelings far more than when the organization 
is addressed. As the interviewees mentioned, over time, dealing with negative emotions 
becomes part of the job, but when customers hold employees personally accountable 
(e.g., by mentioning their names), it becomes more difficult to retain the perception that 
it is “just” part of the job. The reappraisal tactic may not work in this case, which makes 
self-regulating emotions more difficult (Gross, 2001). 
The negative atmosphere, informal communication style, limited cues, and public nature 
of social media also have implications for regulating customers’ emotions. When dealing 
with negative customers, the interviewees noted the importance of showing empathy and 
being honest about what customers can expect. The ability to show empathy not only 
is a sign of emotional competence but also assists the service employee in determining 
the best course of action for dealing with a customer (Delcourt et al., 2016; Giardini & 
Frese, 2008; Lopes et al., 2005). 
Service employees considered the informal communication style helpful when trying 
to regulate customer emotions, because they can use a personalized approach, which 
may exceed customer expectations and generate a more positive attitude toward the 
organization (Ball, Coelho, & Vilares, 2006). They can use emoji’s and humour as tools 
to offer such a personalized approach; they can also use the rich information available 
on social media profiles to offer, for example, a personalized gift to atone for a service 
failure.
Interviewees considered the limited cues available to communicate a hurdle to their 
efforts to regulate customers’ emotions, especially on Twitter. To overcome this hurdle, 
they mentioned two possible routes: resorting to another medium, such as the phone, 
to enhance their ability to perceive, understand, and express emotions (Delcourt et al., 
2016), or using substitute cues available on social media (Huang et al., 2008; Walther 
& Parks, 2002), such as emoji’s and exclamation marks. Interviewees considered emoji’s 
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especially useful because they can clarify the meaning behind a message or communicate 
an emotion using only one character (Th ompson & Filik, 2016; Wall et al., 2016; 
Walther & Parks, 2002). 
Th e public nature of social media implies that service employee – customer interactions 
do not take place in a private setting; fellow consumers witness them. To diminish the 
risk of reputation damage for the organization, employees try to respond as quickly as 
possible to negative messages, thereby showing that complaints are taken seriously, as 
Aula (2010) prescribes. When customers express positive emotions, service employees 
have an opportunity to engender more positive customer feelings toward the organization 
by replying to messages with humour.
Regardless of whether customers express positive or negative emotions, organizations 
should aim to make maximum use of the public nature of social media. Th ey can 
embrace its unique off ering of a platform on which customers can create and share 
content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). In so doing, they can “energize” customers by 
facilitating their ability to communicate with one another about the organization and its 
off erings. If implemented well, this can reduce the pressure on service employees, because 
consumers can take on the burden of answering certain questions (Li & Bernoff , 2011). 
In summary, the main theoretical contribution of this study is adding to extant literature 
by showing that the characteristics of social media infl uence the regulation of emotions 
during service interactions. With regard to service employees’ own emotions, social 
media characteristics allow them to take a reappraisal approach. With regard to customer 
emotions, social media characteristics make it necessary to revert to substitute cues or 
even a diff erent medium to express emotions. 
2.5.1 Managerial implications
Th e previous section identifi es actions service employees can take to regulate their own 
and their customers’ emotions when interacting through Facebook or Twitter. Service 
managers also have an important role in this context though; as service profi t chain theory 
maintains (Heskett, Jones, Loveman, Earl Sasser Jr., & Schlesinger, 2008), they need to 
equip their employees with necessary resources. Bakker et al.’s (2003) job demands–
resources model also provides a helpful framework for identifying these resources.
One job resource that could be off ered to new employees is to acquaint them thoroughly 
with the media characteristics of Twitter and Facebook before they start working. 
Knowing the environment in which the interactions will take place before entering it 
could diminish the impact of the predominantly negative responses in the early stages 
of the job. When service employees know what to expect, they can reappraise their 
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situation from the beginning, which prevents them from being affected by negativity. 
Specifically, managers could acquaint new employees with the unique social media 
service environment by either (1) developing and offering a training program for new 
employees that covers the implications of working with Facebook and Twitter or (2) 
letting new employees observe and consult more experienced employees at work. The 
latter is preferable, because it aligns with our second recommendation, which revolves 
around a positive working environment and teamwork.
That is, it became clear during the interviews that colleagues’ presence and support 
is extremely important for regulating emotions. Positive messages get shared to boost 
group morale, and negative messages are discussed with colleagues if an employee feels 
the need to vent or ask for advice. Service managers can contribute to a positive working 
environment by constructing a well-balanced team of service employees with close 
access to one another. Rather than letting an employee work in solitude, it is better to 
provide an environment in which the employee can turn to co-workers to vent, find 
support, or ask for advice. Moreover, employees should have a say in the selection of 
new colleagues, perhaps by establishing an application process in which the applicant, 
together with members from the current team, works through a difficult simulation. 
This hiring method provides the employer with information about how the applicant 
copes with job pressures, as well as whether this applicant works well with others and is 
compatible with the existing team. 
To create a positive working environment, it also is important to provide employees 
with the freedom to use humour in their customer communications. It creates a win–
win situation. Using humour can relieve stress, which is beneficial for the employee, and 
it leads to more creativity and innovation, which can benefit service employee–customer 
interactions (Lang & Lee, 2010; Slätten, Goran, & Svari, 2011).
Although it is crucial to provide employees with proper job resources, doing so still does 
not guarantee that an employee will be able to deal well with the specific job demands, 
which also depends on the employee’s own personal resources. Personal resources are 
“aspects of the self that are generally linked to resiliency and refer to individuals’ sense of 
their ability to control and impact upon their environment successfully” (Xanthopoulou, 
Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2007, p. 123). The interviews confirmed that 
understanding emotions and showing empathy are critical abilities that an employee 
in this field must possess, to be capable of regulating customers’ emotions. Therefore, 
when recruiting service employees who will be interacting with customers via Facebook 
or Twitter, we recommend checking the candidates’ emotional competence, such as by 
using an emotional skills and competence questionnaire (Faria et al., 2006). 
“Because that’s all you got: One sentence”
43
2
2.5.2 Limitations and suggestions for further research
Like all research, this study has several limitations. First, despite our eff orts to make the 
interviewees feel at ease and comfortable in giving their true opinion, we must bear in 
mind that they may have provided socially desirable information. Th ey may have felt 
that we were assessing their performance in terms of how they refl ected on dealing with 
customers. 
Second, our research context was limited to service employees who use mostly Twitter 
and Facebook to communicate with customers in the Netherlands. Attitudes toward 
the overt expression of emotions, as well as the way in which particular social media 
are used, are to some extent culturally bound (Bolton et al., 2013; Jackson & Wang, 
2013). Th erefore, we suggest conducting a similar study with service employees from 
other cultures or who work with social media vehicles used in other cultures for service 
interactions. 
Th ird, our fi ndings indicate several possibilities for exploring employees’ self-regulation 
further. One option would be to assess their ability to self-regulate emotions after a 
customer holds them personally accountable for a service failure. Another research 
direction might investigate the extent to which the overabundance of either negative 
or positive valence in social media settings aff ects the impact of each emotion, as well 
as the activation of self-regulation tactics to deal with those emotions. We have noted 
that it is possible that service employees use the self-regulation tactic of reappraisal when 
they confront negativity constantly; after some time, they perceive negative emotions as 
“part of the job.” More insight is needed regarding how employees cope with negative 
emotions when their exposure takes place in a more balanced atmosphere, with both 
positive and negative messages. 
Finally, this study relies fully on the perspectives of service employees, who can 
refl ect only on their own emotional state and explain the actions they take to regulate 
customers’ emotions. However, they cannot state with absolute certainty if or to what 
extent customers’ feelings changed because of these actions. Th erefore, in chapter 3, 
we will investigate the infl uence of one of the actions mentioned frequently during the 
interviews, namely the use of emoji’s, on customer emotions. Similar to Hennig-Th urau 
et al.’s (2006) experiment with actual smiles, we determine whether the use of smiling 
emoji’s creates an emotional contagion eff ect. 
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Emotional contagion through emoji’s in service 
interactions on Twitter
In chapter 2 several actions were identified that service employees take to regulate 
customers’ emotions in service interactions on social media. In chapter 3, we investigate 
the effectiveness of one of these actions, namely the use of emoji’s. More specifically, 
as indicated in Figure 6, this study addresses Gap 2a; ‘Do the actions that service 
employees take in service interactions to regulate customers’ emotions on social media 
trigger conscious emotional contagion?’, and Gap 2b ‘How do the resulting customer 





































Do the actions that service employees take in service interactions 
to regulate customers’ emotions on social media trigger 
conscious emotional contagion?
How do the resulting customer emotions aect satisfaction and 
loyalty intentions, following a service interaction on social media?
Quantitative research
• Scenario-based experiment
• Partial least squares structural equation 
modelling (PLS-SEM) using SmartPLS
Figure 6. Introducing chapter 3
A paper version of this chapter was presented at the 2016 AMA Winter Marketing 
Educators’ Conference in Las Vegas: 
Widdershoven, S., Bloemer, J.M.M., & Pluymaekers, M. (2016). Emotional contagion 
through the use of emoticons in service interactions via Twitter.




A central tenet of service–profi t chain theory is that service employees’ behaviours during 
interactions with customers infl uence the customers’ satisfaction and loyalty (Heskett 
et al., 2008; Subramony & Pugh, 2015). In particular, the way employees express and 
deal with emotions has great importance (Delcourt et al., 2013; Hennig-Th urau et al., 
2006; Liljander & Strandvik, 1997; Pugh, 2001; Subramony & Pugh, 2015), such 
that expressions of positive emotions during face-to-face interactions (e.g., smiling) can 
cause the customer to perceive higher service quality, through a process called emotional 
contagion (Hennig-Th urau et al., 2006; Pugh, 2001; Ustrov et al., 2016). 
But today, service interactions increasingly take place through social media (Bhattacharjya 
et al., 2016; Fischer & Reuber, 2011; Hartzel et al., 2011; Kivran-Swaine, Brody, 
Diakopoulos, & Naaman, 2012; Li & Bernoff , 2011), where the absence of non-
verbal cues (e.g., facial expressions, tone of voice, posture) makes communication more 
ambiguous (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Trevino, Lengel, & Daft, 1987; Walther & Parks, 
2002). Th is ambiguity has implications for the potential for emotional contagion too. 
For example, the receiver of a tweet lacks access to the facial expressions of the sender, 
so primitive contagion—which originates in facial mimicry—can no longer take place. 
In contrast, conscious emotional contagion does not require face-to-face cues but instead 
results from a social comparison process, in which a person intentionally compares her 
or his own emotion with the emotion expressed by another (possibly but not necessarily 
in a face-to-face setting), then adopts that other’s emotion if doing so seems appropriate 
(Barsade, 2002). Any information that provides insight into the emotional state of the 
sender thus might be suffi  cient to trigger a contagion process (Walther, 1992; Zhang, 
Erickson, & Webb, 2011).
On Twitter, information about the emotion the sender experiences mainly appears in 
textual cues (Zhang et al., 2011). An important form of textual cues, as identifi ed in 
chapter 2, appears as emoji’s (Derks, Bos, & Grumbkow, 2008a), which help clarify the 
emotional state of the sender and the intention behind the message (Hancock, Landrigan, 
& Silver, 2007; Huang et al., 2008; Walther, 1992; Xu, Yi, & Xu, 2007). Although 
the use of emoji’s has increased with the growing popularity of social media (Vashisht 
& Th akur, 2014), and several academic studies address their use and interpretation 
(Huang et al., 2008; Skovholt, Grønning, & Kankaanranta, 2014; Th ompson & Filik, 
2016; Walther & D’Addario, 2001), no prior study investigates whether emoji’s might 
trigger conscious contagion. Nor are there any insights regarding the potentially distinct 
infl uences of positive versus negative emoji’s or the consequences of using emoji’s in 
service interactions, such as those that take place through Twitter. Yet investigating 
these questions could provide organizations and consumers with pertinent knowledge 
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regarding how the use of emoji’s on Twitter may better service quality perceptions, such 
as increased consumer satisfaction and behavioural intentions such as loyalty intentions.
Therefore, this study pursues three main goals. First, by investigating whether emoji’s 
trigger conscious emotional contagion on Twitter, both positive (J) and negative (L), 
this study extends existing marketing theory. The results affirm that emotional contagion 
can occur in not just face-to-face service interactions but also service interactions 
through social media. Second, by including customer-perceived employee emotions, the 
proposed conceptual model offers an initial, explicit test of conscious emotional contagion 
in service interactions. This addition to marketing theory incorporates the necessary 
distinction between primitive and conscious emotional contagion, in ways that previous 
studies have not. Third, the application of a circumplex model of emotion (Larsen & 
Diener, 1992; Tanghe, Wisse, & Van der Flier, 2010) supports an in-depth assessment of 
the complete spectrum of emotions, rather than focusing on overall emotional valence. 
This more precise identification of the emotions affected by the use of emoji’s, as well as 
those that affect satisfaction with the interaction and loyalty intentions, provides critical 
insights for service managers.
The next section contains a review of key concepts for this study, including emotional 
contagion (in computer-mediated communication and in service settings) and emoji’s. 
The presentation of the conceptual model details the study hypotheses, followed by a 
description of the design of the experiment and the analyses conducted to test these 
hypotheses. Following an overview of the results, this article concludes with a discussion 
of theoretical and managerial implications, some study limitations, and directions for 
further research. 
3.2 Literature Review
3.2.1 Emotional contagion in computer-mediated communication 
Emotional contagion is "a process in which a person or group influences the emotions 
or behaviour of another person or group through the conscious or unconscious 
induction of emotion states and behavioural attitudes" (Schoenewolf, 1990, p. 50; cited 
by Barsade, 2002). Unconscious emotional contagion, often called primitive emotional 
contagion, appears to result from facial mimicry (Cappella, 1993; Hatfield et al., 1994). 
Conscious emotional contagion instead entails a social comparison process in which a 
person intentionally compares her or his own emotion with the emotion expressed by 
another and adopts it if it seems appropriate (Barsade, 2002). Conscious emotional 
contagion tends to be more common in ambiguous communication contexts, such 
as computer-mediated communication, where face-to-face cues are missing (Barsade, 
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2002; Belkin, Kurtzberg, & Naquin, 2006; Hine, Murphy, & Ambwani, 2010; J. Tsai, 
Bowring, Marsella, Wood, & Tambe, 2012). Th e absence of face-to-face cues prevents 
facial mimicry, and thus primitive emotional contagion, but it also stimulates people to 
pay closer attention to the remaining cues. According to social information processing 
theory (Walther, 1992), they then use these cues as vital information about another 
person’s emotional state (Zhang et al., 2011). Following a social comparison process, 
that emotional state appears either appropriate or inappropriate; if deemed appropriate, 
it can be adopted (Barsade, 2002; Hennig-Th urau et al., 2006).
Previous studies that consider emotional contagion through computer-mediated 
communication indicate that emotional contagion can take place through chats (Belkin 
et al., 2006; Hine et al., 2010), tweets on Twitter (Ferrara & Yang, 2015), and status 
updates on Facebook (Coviello, Fowler, & Franceschetti, 2014; Gerbaudo, 2016; 
Kramer, 2012). Th us, emotional contagion clearly can occur in computer-mediated 
communication contexts, even just through the use of text alone. 
3.2.2 Emotional contagion in service settings
Previous studies of emotional contagion also acknowledge that it does not require a close 
relationship (Gump & Kulik, 1997; Van Orden & Joiner, 2006) or membership in the 
same group (Johnson, 2008; McHugo, Lanzetta, Sullivan, Masters, & Englis, 1985); 
emotional contagion can also occur between service employees and their customers 
(Hennig-Th urau et al., 2006; Pugh, 2001). In a service setting, emotional contagion can 
be particularly interesting, in that the aff ect-as-information model suggests that people 
rely on their emotions to determine how satisfi ed they are with an object or experience 
(Liljander & Strandvik, 1997; Oliver, 1993; Schwarz & Clore, 1988; Wong, 2004). 
Positive emotions then might lead a customer to perceive higher satisfaction, which 
according to attitude theory should have a positive eff ect on loyalty intentions (Liljander 
& Strandvik, 1997; Oliver, 1993; Wong, 2004; Zeithaml, Berry, & Parasuraman, 1996). 
Studies of the consequences of emotional contagion during service interactions affi  rm 
that customers who experience more positive emotions, due to emotional contagion, 
are more satisfi ed with the service and more likely to use it again in the future (Hennig-
Th urau et al., 2006; Pugh, 2001).
However, extant service studies have focused exclusively on face-to-face interactions 
between service employees and customers (Hennig-Th urau et al., 2006; Pugh, 2001; 
Ustrov et al., 2016). Such interactions allow both conscious and primitive emotional 
contagion to occur; the customer has access to multiple sources of information about 
the employee’s emotional state, including his or her facial expressions.
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On Twitter, a vehicle that is increasingly used for service interactions (Bhattacharjya et 
al., 2016; Fischer & Reuber, 2011; Hartzel et al., 2011; Kivran-Swaine et al., 2012; Li 
& Bernoff, 2011) the absence of the non-verbal cues that appear in “richer” media (e.g., 
visuals and audio in addition to text; Daft and Lengel (1986); Kaplan and Haenlein 
(2010)) leaves ample room for multiple, conflicting interpretations (Byron, 2008; 
Daft & Lengel, 1986; Trevino et al., 1987), as well as the possibility that emotions are 
misinterpreted or not perceived at all. However, social information processing theory 
(Walther, 1992) suggests that the absence of non-verbal cues leads the receiver to pay 
closer attention to the cues that remain, so perhaps textual cues become more salient 
for forming the impression of the sender’s emotional state (Zhang et al., 2011). Emoji’s 
constitute an important textual cue in modern communications (Derks et al., 2008a; 
Zhang et al., 2011), as detailed next. 
3.2.3 Emoji’s and their functions
Emoji’s are graphic symbols that represent, amongst others, facial expressions, produced 
by the use of pictograms (J) (Derks, Bos, & Grumbkow, 2008b; Skovholt et al., 2014; 
Tang & Hew, 2018). Software applications increasingly allow people to use these graphic 
signs in their communication, and the list of pictograms has expanded, such that users 
have a vast range of emoji’s from which to choose (Skovholt et al., 2014). Some emoji’s, 
such as the Japanese kaomoji, are culturally bound and potentially difficult to interpret 
(Dresner & Herring, 2010; Thompson & Filik, 2016), but others evoke high levels 
of agreement with regard to their meaning, such as J representing happiness and L 
representing sadness (Thompson & Filik, 2016). 
Prior literature establishes two general functions of emoji’s: to help users communicate 
their feelings (Kaye et al., 2016; Tang & Hew, 2018; Wall et al., 2016) and to avoid 
misinterpretation by helping the receiver decipher the intent of the message (Kaye et 
al., 2016; Tang & Hew, 2018; Thompson & Filik, 2016; Wall et al., 2016; Walther & 
Parks, 2002). In the first function, emoji’s clearly serve to express emotions, which may 
be difficult to put into words. In the second function, they clarify meaning when it is 
ambiguous; for example, the phrase “What a day” is ambiguous; is the author having 
a bad or a good day? If the sender adds J or L to the message, the meaning becomes 
clear. Therefore, studying the effects of using these emoji’s in service interactions through 
Twitter appears clearly relevant. As such, we ask: Can the use of emoji’s (both positive 
and negative) by a service employee, on Twitter, instigate a process of conscious emotional 
contagion and ultimately affect the customer’s service quality perceptions?
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3.3 Conceptual Model and Hypotheses
Th is section presents the conceptual model for the current study (Figure 7) and explains 











Figure 7. Conceptual model
3.3.1 Conscious emotional contagion process
Because service interactions that take place on Twitter are more ambiguous than face-
to-face interactions, customers should consciously seek cues that indicate the emotional 
state of the service employee (Barsade, 2002; Daft et al., 1987; Hatfi eld et al., 1994; 
Trevino et al., 1987; Walther, 1992). Emoji’s off er a prominent source of information in 
such circumstances (Hancock et al., 2007; Huang et al., 2008; Walther & D’Addario, 
2001; Xu et al., 2007), so in a service interaction through Twitter, customers likely take 
the emoji’s used by the service employee into account to infer that employee’s emotional 
state. Formally, 
H1a:  When a service employee uses positive emoji’s during a Twitter conversation 
with a customer, this will lead to more positive customer perceptions of 
employee emotions than when the employee does not use emoji’s.
H1b:  When a service employee uses negative emoji’s during a Twitter conversation 
with a customer, this will lead to more negative customer perceptions of 
employee emotions than when the employee does not use emoji’s.
Barsade (2002) also suggests that a social comparison process takes place, during which 
the customer intentionally compares his or her own emotion with (his or her perception 
of ) the emotion expressed by the service employee, then adopts the emotion of the 
employee if that seems appropriate. Th is reasoning predicts a transfer, from customer-
perceived employee emotions to customer emotions, as follows: 
H2:  Th ere is a positive relationship between customer-perceived employee 
emotions and the corresponding customer emotions. 
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3.3.2 Relationships among customer emotion, satisfaction, and customer 
loyalty intentions
According to the affect-as-information model (Schwarz & Clore, 1988), people rely 
on their emotions to make evaluative judgements about an object or experience. If the 
emotions experienced by a customer are more positive, it should result in higher levels 
of satisfaction with the service interaction, whereas if those emotions are more negative, 
it may produce lower levels of satisfaction. Formally,
H3a: Customer positive emotions relate positively to customer satisfaction with 
the service interaction; the higher the customer scores on positive emotions, 
the more satisfied he or she will be with the interaction. 
H3b: Customer negative emotions relate negatively to customer satisfaction with 
the service interaction; the higher the customer scores on negative emotions, 
the less satisfied he or she will be with the interaction. 
Finally, as proposed by attitude theory (Zeithaml et al., 1996), customer satisfaction 
should relate positively to customer loyalty intentions. Formally,
H4: The greater the customer’s satisfaction with the service interaction, the more 
inclined he or she will be to use the service again.
3.4 Method
3.4.1 Scenario and experimental materials
To test our hypotheses, in a scenario-based experiment, participants saw a staged 
Twitter conversation between a service employee from a familiar hotel/hostel chain and 
a potential customer. The between-subjects design featured three, randomly assigned 
conditions: (1) text without emoji’s (NO), (2) text plus negative emoji’s (NEG), and (3) 
text plus positive emoji’s (POS). The words used by both the employee and the customer 
during the service interaction were identical across all three conditions. However, in 
the POS condition, three positive emoji’s (J) were added to specific comments by 
the service employee, and in the NEG condition, three negative emoji’s (L) appeared 
within other comments (see Appendix for the three interactions). These two emoji’s 
prompt relatively high levels of agreement about their meaning, and they tend to be 
used with a literally intended, rather than a sarcastic, message, so they are more likely 
to be interpreted literally (Thompson & Filik, 2016). The emoji’s appeared in sentences 
with intentions similar to the emotions they expressed (see Figures 8 and 9). 
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For this scenario-based experiment several measures were taken to encourage participants 
to identify with the potential customer in the service interaction. Th e instructions 
mentioned that the customer was, like the participants, a student. Furthermore, the 
customer had a gender-neutral name, and his/her age was not revealed. Th e name and 
profi le picture of the customer in the Twitter conversation also did not contain any 
identifi able information (see Figures 8 and 9). 
3.4.2 Participants and procedure
Students from an international business school in the Netherlands were invited, through 
email and course announcements, to take part in this study. As an incentive, a retail 
coupon for 70 euros was raffl  ed off  among the volunteering students. Ninety-six 
students signed up for the study, 63.5% of whom were women. Th e participants’ ages 
ranged from 18 to 27 years (M = 21.14, SD = 2.08).
Th ese participants were randomly assigned to one of the three conditions: NO (n = 
32), NEG (n = 32), and POS (n = 32). Th ey were seated at computers and provided 
with instructions, stating that the study pertained to the online service delivery of a 
well-known hotel and hostel chain. After reading the instructions, respondents had to 
access their email accounts and open the message from the researcher that contained a 
link to the study. After clicking on this link, participants were re-directed to an online 
survey tool (NetQuestionnaire) that provided them with the scenario, a screenshot of 
the service interaction, and questions related to the main concepts, as well as several 
control variables.
3.4.3 Measures
Before reading about the scenario, participants indicated if they had ever stayed at one of 
the properties owned by the hotel/hostel chain in the study. Th ey also indicated if they 
had a Twitter account and how frequently they used it, whether they had ever contacted 
a service employee from a hotel through Twitter, and if any these previous contacts had 
involved a representative of the selected hotel/hostel chain.
After reading the scenario and a screenshot of the Twitter-based service interaction, 
participants considered 24 propositions regarding their own emotions, each of which 
started with the stem, “I feel...” followed by the adjectives from the circumplex model 
of emotion (Larsen & Diener, 1992; Russell, 1980; Tanghe et al., 2010). All items 
were measured on nine-point scales, in which higher numbers indicate a more intensive 
experience of the emotion. In accordance with prior categorizations (Larsen & Diener, 
1992; Russell, 1980; Tanghe et al., 2010), the 24 items were divided into eight 
constructs, each refl ecting the average of three items: customer enthusiasm (α = .91), 
customer relaxedness (α = .92), customer happiness (α = .94), customer alertness (α = 
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.90), customer boredom (α = .87), customer annoyance (α = .90), customer unhappiness 
(α = .94), and customer inactiveness (α = .83). The first four emotions are considered 
positive, and the last four are negative. 
After rating their own emotions, participants used 7-point Likert scales to indicate their 
satisfaction with the interaction, loyalty intentions, and perceptions of the authenticity 
of the service employee, which served as a control variable (see Table 1 for the items). 
Satisfaction with the interaction (α = .94) was measured with five items derived from 
Churchill and Suprenant (1982) and Bitner (1990). Loyalty intentions (α = .91) were 
measured with four items, derived from Taylor and Baker (1994) and Zeithaml et al. 
(1996). The measure of perceived authenticity (α = .79) featured two items derived from 
Turel et al. (2013). These last three measurement scales were translated into Dutch, 
using translation–back translation procedures. 
Figure 8. Part of the Twitter conversation with positive emoji
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Figure 9. Part of the Twitter conversation with negative emoji
Table 1: Items used to measure satisfaction, loyalty intentions and perceived authenticity
Construct Source Items
Satisfaction with the 
Transaction
Churchill and Suprenant 
(1982), Bitner (1990)
I am delighted by this service experience. 
Th is service experience really helped me to fi nd 
good information. 
Th is service experience was a great one.
I am satisfi ed with this specifi c service experience. 
I really liked this service experience.
Loyalty Intentions Taylor and Baker (1994), 
Zeithaml, Berry, and 
Parasuraman (1996)
Th e next time I need the information from *hotel 
name*, I will make use of the Twitter service.
I will say positive things about this service provider 
to other people. 
I plan to make use of this service in the next years.
I will recommend this service provider to someone 
who seeks my advice. 
Customer-perceived 
Employee Authenticity
Turel, Connelly, and Fisk 
(2013)
Th e service employee showed his real emotions in 
this interaction.




As a check to confirm that participants noticed the manipulation (emoji’s), the 
questionnaire also asked if they had seen any emoji’s in the conversation and if so, what 
type, negative or positive. Next, participants had to rate the service employee’s emotions, 
using the same 24 propositions and 9-point answering scale that they used to rate their 
own emotions, except that the propositions now started with “The service employee 
felt….” After checking the Cronbach’s alphas, the 24 items similarly were divided into 
eight constructs, each formed by taking the average of three items: customer-perceived 
employee enthusiasm (α = .84), customer-perceived employee relaxedness (α = .92), 
customer-perceived employee happiness (α = .92), customer-perceived employee 
alertness (α = .85), customer-perceived employee boredom (α = .92), customer-perceived 
employee annoyance (α = .89), customer-perceived employee unhappiness (α = .91), and 
customer-perceived employee inactiveness (α = .83). Again, the first four emotions are 
positive, whereas the last four are negative. Finally, participants indicated their gender, 
age, and highest completed education. 
3.4.4 Statistical analysis
The conceptual model was tested with partial least squares structural equation modelling 
(PLS-SEM) in SmartPLS (Ringle, Wende, & Becker, 2015), using reflective measures 
for the latent variables. 
3.5 Results 
3.5.1 Manipulation checks 
The manipulation check confirmed whether participants noticed the manipulation. All 
the participants assigned to the no emoji condition accurately indicated that there were 
no emoji’s present, and all 32 participants in the negative emoji condition indicated 
the presence of negative emoji’s. However, 3 participants from the positive condition 
claimed they saw no emoji’s; rather than remove them from the data set, which would 
induce unequal group sizes and potentially create biases, they remained in the analysis. 
The remaining 29 participants in the positive condition confirmed that the emoji’s they 
saw were positive. 
3.5.2 Measurement model, reliability, and validity
The checks of the measurement properties of the different constructs in the model (see 
Tables 2 and 3) included assessments of convergent validity, reliability, and discriminant 
validity. For the measure of convergent validity, the factor loadings were all .70 or 
higher, and all composite reliability values were well above the critical threshold of 
.70 (Hair Jr., Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2014), with a low score of .90 (see Table 2). 
The measure of discriminant validity checked whether the square root of the average 
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variance extracted for each construct was higher than the individual correlations with 
other latent variables (Fornell & Bookstein, 1982), which it was (see Table 3). Finally, 
the check for collinearity issues included customer enthusiasm, customer relaxedness, 
customer happiness, customer alertness, customer boredom, customer annoyance, 
customer unhappiness, and customer inactiveness as predictors of satisfaction with the 
interaction and customer loyalty intentions. Th e variance infl ation factors all were below 
5, so collinearity was not an issue (Hair, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2011; Hair Jr. et al., 2014). 
Overall, the measurement model did not exhibit any notable problems.




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































The PLS results for the structural model are shown in Table 4. A bootstrapping 
assessment of the significance of the path coefficients computed the t-values on the basis 
of 1000 runs. Positive emoji’s had a significant positive effect on customer-perceived 
employee happiness (β = .468, p < .001), customer-perceived employee enthusiasm 
(β = .297, p < .01), and customer-perceived employee alertness (β = .273, p < .01) 
and a significant negative effect on customer-perceived employee boredom (β = -.371, 
p < .001), customer-perceived employee unhappiness (β = -.295, p < .01), customer-
perceived employee inactiveness (β = -.248, p < .05), and customer-perceived employee 
annoyance (β = -.236, p < .05). These findings support H1a, because when a service 
employee uses positive emoji’s in a Twitter conversation with a customer, the customer 
develops more positive perceptions of the employee’s emotions than when the employee 
does not use such emoji’s. However, the use of negative emoji’s did not exert significant 
effects on the customer-perceived employee emotions, with the exception of relaxedness 
(β = -.233, p < .05). The use of negative emoji’s seemingly caused the employee to be 
perceived only as less relaxed, with no effect on other perceived emotions, positive or 
negative. The findings therefore provide partial support for H1b, and a service employee’s 
use of negative emoji’s during a Twitter conversation does not necessarily lead to more 
negative customer perceptions of the employee’s emotions.
Furthermore, every positive customer-perceived employee emotion exerted a positive 
effect on the corresponding customer emotion. In order of magnitude, enthusiasm (β 
= .462, p < .001), relaxedness (β = .361, p < .001), alertness (β = .354, p < .001), and 
happiness (β = .255, p < .05) all had significant effects on the corresponding emotions 
felt by the customer. Furthermore, boredom (β = .532, p < .001), annoyance (β = .449, 
p < .001), inactivity (β = .433, p < .001), and unhappiness (β = .270, p < .01) all 
had significant effects on the corresponding emotion experienced by the customer, 
in support of H2. That is, there is a positive relationship between customer-perceived 
employee emotions and the corresponding customer emotions. 
Of all the customer emotions, only enthusiasm has a significant positive effect on 
satisfaction with the interaction (β = .428, p < .001), suggesting partial support for H3a, 
because customer positive emotions relate positively to customer satisfaction with the 
interaction. However, the results do not support H3b, in that customer negative emotions 
are not related to customer satisfaction with the interaction. Finally, satisfaction with the 
interaction exerts a positive effect on customer loyalty intentions (β = .816, p < .001), 
in support of H4. 
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Table 4. Beta coeffi  cients and t-values of the model







Positive emoji’s (J) Employee enthusiasm .297 2.61 ** [0.05, 0.53]
Positive emoji’s (J) Employee relaxedness .031 0.30 NS [-0.16, 0.24]
Positive emoji’s (J) Employee happiness .468 5.06 *** [0.29, 0.66]
Positive emoji’s (J) Employee alertness .273 2.58 ** [0.07, 0.50]
Positive emoji’s (J) Employee boredom -.371 3.52 *** [-0.57, -0.16]
Positive emoji’s (J) Employee annoyance -.236 2.15 * [-0.45, -0.01]
Positive emoji’s (J) Employee unhappiness -.295 2.63 ** [-0.52, -0.07]
Positive emoji’s (J) Employee inactiveness -.248 2.11 * [-0.47, -0.02]
Negative emoji’s (L) Employee enthusiasm .011 0.09 NS [-0.25, 0.24]
Negative emoji’s (L) Employee relaxedness -.233 2.00 * [-0.45, 0.01]
Negative emoji’s (L) Employee happiness .001 0.01 NS [-0.26, 0.23]
Negative emoji’s (L) Employee alertness -.011 0.09 NS [-0.26, 0.25]
Negative emoji’s (L) Employee boredom -.038 0.32 NS [-0.26, 0.21]
Negative emoji’s (L) Employee annoyance .049 0.37 NS [-0.23, 0.30]
Negative emoji’s (L) Employee unhappiness .105 0.86 NS [-0.14, 0.34]
Negative emoji’s (L) Employee inactiveness -.048 0.39 NS [-0.27, 0.20]
Employee enthusiasm Customer enthusiasm .462 5.14 *** [0.27, 0.64]
Employee relaxedness Customer relaxedness .361 4.09 *** [0.18, 0.52]
Employee happiness Customer happiness .255 2.31 * [0.04, 0.46] 
Employee alertness Customer alertness .354 3.66 *** [0.17, 0.54]
Employee boredom Customer boredom .532 6.93 *** [0.37, 0.67] 
Employee annoyance Customer annoyance .449 5.10 *** [0.27, 0.61]
Employee unhappiness Customer unhappiness .270 2.85 ** [0.08, 0.46]
Employee inactiveness Customer inactiveness .433 5.33 *** [0.27, 0.59]
Customer enthusiasm Satisfaction with the interaction .428 4.09 *** [0.23, 0.63]
Customer relaxedness Satisfaction with the interaction .064 0.60 NS [-0.16, 0.28]
Customer happiness Satisfaction with the interaction .228 1.62 NS [-0.08, 0.47]
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Customer boredom Satisfaction with the interaction .066 0.48 NS [-0.21, 0.34]
Customer annoyance Satisfaction with the interaction -.212 1.78 NS [-0.47, -0.01]
Customer unhappiness Satisfaction with the interaction .206 1.38 NS [-0.11, 0.50]
Customer inactiveness Satisfaction with the interaction -.109 1.11 NS [-0.29, 0.09]
Satisfaction with the 
interaction
Customer loyalty intentions .816 24.25 *** [0.75, 0.88]
Note. NS = not significant. * p <.05, ** p <.01, ***p <.001.
3.5.4 Predictive relevance and effect sizes
A blindfolding procedure served to assess the predictive relevance of the path model. 
Table 5 shows the R2 values, which all fell between .05 (customer-perceived inactiveness) 
and .67 (loyalty intentions); that is, they are weak to substantial (Hair et al., 2011; Hair 
Jr. et al., 2014). The Q2 values were all greater than 0, indicating that the model has 
predictive relevance for all endogenous constructs (Hair Jr. et al., 2014).
Table 5. R2 and Q2 values
Construct R2 value Q2 value
Employee enthusiasm 0.09 0.05
Employee relaxedness 0.06 0.04
Employee happiness 0.22 0.18
Employee alertness 0.08 0.04
Employee boredom 0.13 0.09
Employee annoyance 0.07 0.05
Employee unhappiness 0.13 0.10
Employee inactiveness 0.05 0.02
Customer enthusiasm 0.21 0.17
Customer relaxedness 0.13 0.10
Customer happiness 0.07 0.06
Continued
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Table 5. R2 and Q2 values
Construct R2 value Q2 value
Customer alertness 0.13 0.10
Customer boredom 0.28 0.20
Customer annoyance 0.20 0.15
Customer unhappiness 0.07 0.06
Customer inactiveness 0.19 0.13
Satisfaction with the interaction 0.36 0.28
Loyalty intentions 0.67 0.51
Th e fi nal model check involved the calculation of f2 and q2 eff ect sizes (Table 6). Th e 
f2 values for the use of positive emoji’s indicated a small eff ect on customer-perceived 
employee enthusiasm, customer-perceived employee alertness, customer-perceived 
employee boredom, customer-perceived employee annoyance, customer-perceived 
employee unhappiness, and customer-perceived employee inactiveness and a moderate 
eff ect on customer-perceived happiness. Th e f2 values for the use of negative emoji’s 
revealed a small eff ect on customer-perceived employee relaxedness (.04). Finally, an f2
value of .21 indicated that customer enthusiasm had a moderate eff ect on satisfaction 
with the interaction (Hair Jr. et al., 2014). 
Table 6. f2 and q2 eff ect sizes
From To Path 
Coeffi  cients
f2 Eff ect Size q2 Eff ect Size
Positive emoji’s (J) Employee enthusiasm .297 0.07 0.05
Positive emoji’s (J) Employee happiness .468 0.21 0.17
Positive emoji’s (J) Employee alertness .273 0.06 0.04
Positive emoji’s (J) Employee boredom -.371 0.12 0.09
Positive emoji’s (J) Employee annoyance -.236 0.05 0.04
Positive emoji’s (J) Employee unhappiness -.295 0.08 0.06
Positive emoji’s (J) Employee inactiveness -.248 0.05 0.03
Negative emoji’s (L) Employee relaxedness -.233 0.04 0.03






Authenticity has emerged as a variable of interest in previous studies of emotional 
contagion, so this study includes it as a control variable, parallel to the primary focus. 
Hennig-Thurau et al. (2006) predict that customer-perceived employee authenticity 
directly affects customer emotions; however, in the current study, customer-perceived 
employee authenticity had no significant effect on any of the customers’ emotions (all p 
>.10). Thus, the additional analysis did not support the notion that customer-perceived 
employee authenticity directly affects customer emotions. 
Furthermore, due to the large number of constructs in our model and the high 
correlations between several constructs (see Table 3), it was decided to conduct an 
additional robustness check of the data by combining emotion categories of the same 
valence (negative or positive). As such, the conceptual model, as shown in Figure 7, 
was tested using valence as opposed to emotion categories as constructs. The results 
from this additional, simplified analysis, confirm previous findings:  Positive emoji’s 
had a significant positive effect on customer-perceived employee positivity (β = .369, 
p < .01) and a significant negative effect on customer-perceived employee negativity 
(β = -.352, p < .01). However, the use of negative emoji’s did not exert a significant 
effect on the customer-perceived employee negativity (β = .011, p =.93), nor did it 
on customer-perceived employee positivity (β = -.051, p =.70). Furthermore, both 
customer-perceived employee positivity and customer-perceived employee negativity 
exerted a positive effect on the corresponding customer valence (β = .573, p < .001 
for positivity; β = .629, p < .001 for negativity). However, only customer experienced 
positivity significantly affected satisfaction with the interaction (β = .506, p < .001). 
3.6 Conclusions and Discussion
Noting the important role of emotions in shaping service quality perceptions, such as 
customer satisfaction (Liljander & Strandvik, 1997; Oliver, 1993; Schwarz & Clore, 
1988; Wong, 2004), and the increasing use of both emoji’s and Twitter in service settings 
(Bhattacharjya et al., 2016; Fischer & Reuber, 2011; Hartzel et al., 2011; Kivran-Swaine 
et al., 2012; Li & Bernoff, 2011), this study sought to (1) investigate whether emoji’s 
trigger conscious emotional contagion on Twitter, in both positive (J) and negative 
(L) forms; (2) explicitly test the occurrence of conscious emotional contagion in service 
interactions; and (3) identify the exact emotions affected by the use of emoji’s, as well 
as the exact emotions that affect satisfaction with the interaction and loyalty intentions. 
The support for H1a, such that positive emoji’s lead to more positive perceptions of the 
employee’s emotions by the customer, and partial support for H1b, such that negative 
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emoji’s did not lead to more negative perceptions of the employee’s emotions (with the 
exception of perceptions of the employee’s relaxation), might stem from an explanation 
off ered by Th ompson and Filik (2016) and Wall et al. (2016). Whereas positive emoji’s 
strengthen a message and increase positive feelings, negative emoji’s can reduce the 
impact of a negative message, functioning like message “softeners” and prompting a 
perception that the message is less rather than more negative. A qualitative study of 
the use of emoji’s in email, chat, and social media also suggests that on social media, a 
sender is regarded as more friendly when the communication contains emoji’s, whether 
those emoji’s are positive or negative (Kaye et al., 2016). Th is softening eff ect of negative 
emoiji’s for both the message and the sender may explain why their use does not lead to 
a more negative perception of employee emotions than does the use of no emoji’s. 
Th e fi nding that customer-perceived employee emotions have a positive eff ect on 
customer emotions (H2) also demonstrates conscious emotional contagion. By showing 
that a customer’s emotions are aff ected through customer-perceived employee emotions, 
this study contributes to the theory on emotional contagion by off ering the fi rst explicit 
demonstration of conscious emotional contagion on Twitter, triggered by emoji’s. 
Furthermore, the results show that customer enthusiasm, which itself is positively 
aff ected by customer-perceived employee enthusiasm, enhances customer satisfaction 
with the interaction (H3), in accordance with Liljander and Strandvik’s (1997) fi nding 
that customers’ positive emotions are powerful predictors of customer satisfaction. 
However, of all the positive emotions, only enthusiasm has a signifi cant eff ect on 
interaction satisfaction. A possible explanation may be that enthusiasm is a high-arousal 
emotion, similar to pleasant surprise, interest, and hostility, which Oliver (1993) 
identifi es as important predictors of satisfaction. Finally, in accordance with attitude 
theory (Zeithaml et al., 1996), this study affi  rms that greater customer satisfaction with 
the interaction leaves that customer more inclined to use the service again, as predicted 
by H4.
3.6.1 Managerial implications
Th e use of positive emoji’s by service employees can lead to a process of conscious 
emotional contagion, which in turn can enable organizations to establish high levels 
of customer satisfaction and customer loyalty intentions. Th e fi nding that only positive 
emoji’s exert an eff ect on customer-perceived employee emotions further suggests that 
an organization should not fear the use of such well-established emoji’s as J and L in 
online service interactions. In particular, they should encourage the use of J, because it 
can have benefi cial impacts on customer emotions, in an effi  cient way, which is helpful 
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for making optimal use of the 140 characters available2 for constructing a message on 
Twitter. 
The desired impact that J may have on customer emotions is particularly interesting 
considering its positive influence on customer enthusiasm. Customer enthusiasm is 
the only emotion that appears to drive customer satisfaction and loyalty intentions. 
Service organizations thus may benefit from using positive emoji’s to increase customer 
enthusiasm, which in turn should enhance satisfaction and loyalty intentions. Enthusiasm 
is a high-arousal positive emotion, affected by the use of positive emoji’s; it also could 
result in more customer delight with the service (Rust & Oliver, 2000). 
Of course, emoji’s come in a wide variety of options and shapes, with potentially 
different meanings. The emoji’s selected for this study are used frequently (Derks, 
Bos, & Grumbkow, 2007; Tang & Hew, 2018) and likely to be interpreted literally 
(Thompson & Filik, 2016). Not all emoji’s have a clear meaning, in which case they 
might increase ambiguity rather than resolve it, potentially leading to more frustration 
rather than positive feelings. Therefore, managers should be somewhat cautious in their 
use of other emoji’s and always keep in mind that emoji’s can change perceptions and 
interpretations, possibly in a negative way. 
3.6.2 Limitations and suggestions for further research
Although these findings broaden knowledge about the effects of using emoji’s in service 
settings, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, measuring emotions directly 
after showing a screenshot of the entire service interaction provides an overall evaluation; 
it is impossible to determine the exact contribution of each emotional stimulus (i.e., 
emoji’s) included. To determine the individual effect of positive and negative emoji’s, 
future studies might rely on dynamic Twitter messages, such as by showing or adding 
one message at a time, then taking moment-to-moment measures (Bollinger & Kreuter, 
2012) to assess the impact of each message on the receiver’s emotional state.
Second, this study looks specifically at the consequences of emoji use on Twitter. The 
characteristics of this unique microblog (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Tuten & Solomon, 
2013), such as its restrictions of message length and lack of visuals, may affect the impact 
of emoji’s on the customer. In other social media, which allow the inclusion of more 
text or visuals, the effects might differ, a question that should be addressed by further 
research.
2 At the time of this study the maximum number of characters allowed for constructing a message on 
Twitter was 140. Later, this number increased to 280 characteristics, which is still quite limited. 
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Th ird, this study included only two, clear emoji’s (J and L), with contrasting valence, 
that are used widely in online interactions (Derks et al., 2007). However, there are 
many more emoji’s available. Additional research should determine whether these other, 
arguably more ambiguous emoji’s (Kalra & Karahalios, 2005) can induce similar eff ects 
on customer-perceived employee emotions. Culture also may have an important part; 
people from various cultures can use diff erent emoji’s or develop unique interpretations 
of the same emoji’s (Dresner & Herring, 2010; Th ompson & Filik, 2016). Further 
research should explore the consequences of diff erent interpretations of emoji’s across 
cultures, especially in relation to the emotional contagion process. 
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Chapter 4
If it can make it there, 
it can make it anywhere
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An investigation of the pervasiveness of emotional contagion 
of negative and non-negative emotions under adverse 
circumstances on social media, following a service failure
Although chapters 2 and 3 focus on the interaction between service employee and 
customer, the existence and importance of consumer-fellow consumer interactions on 
social media is referred to as well, particularly in chapter 2. As such, chapters 4 and 5 
of this dissertation focus on consumer – fellow consumer interactions. In chapter 4 we 
firstly investigate whether emotional contagion takes place between consumers on social 
















Does emotional contagion take place between consumers 
on social media in a service setting?
Quantitative research
• Real -life dataset from an integrated tweet box
• Coding
• Monte Carlo simulation using R
• Clustering and congruence values
Figure 10. Introducing chapter 4
A paper version of this chapter was presented at the 2018 SERVSIG Conference in Paris: 
Widdershoven, S., Pluymaekers, M., Bloemer, J.M.M., Sinclair, P., & Zourrig, H. 
(2018). An exploratory study into the occurrence of emotional contagion after a service 
failure among Twitter users who are unfamiliar with each other.




Social media have levelled the playing fi eld for organizations and consumers, providing 
consumers with the opportunity to share their thoughts on brands and organizations 
with a larger audience than ever before (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Tuten & Solomon, 
2013). Th is is particularly evident when looking at the growing numbers of consumers 
who reside to social media to share their indignation following a service failure (Aula, 
2010; Berthon et al., 2012; Muralidharan et al., 2011). With emotions running high, 
displeased consumers who use social media to vent or retaliate against an organization 
are deemed a threat because their expressed emotions can spread through a process 
of emotional contagion (Berger, 2016; Cappella, 1993; Hatfi eld et al., 1994; Ott & 
Th eunissen, 2015; Van Kleef, De Dreu, & Manstead, 2004), potentially resulting in 
reputational damage and a decreased willingness on behalf of consumers to use an 
organization’s services (Aula, 2010; Barsade, 2002).
Emotional contagion (EC), defi ned as “a process in which a person or group infl uences 
the emotions or behavior of another person or group through the conscious or 
unconscious induction of emotion states and behavioral attitudes” (Schoenewolf, 1990, 
p. 50; cited by Barsade, 2002), has indeed been demonstrated to take place on social 
media (Coviello, Fowler, et al., 2014; Ferrara & Yang, 2015; Gerbaudo, 2016; Kramer, 
2012), albeit mostly on the social networking sites Facebook and Twitter (Coviello, 
Fowler, et al., 2014; Ferrara & Yang, 2015; Gerbaudo, 2016; Kramer, 2012). Th e results 
of the aforementioned studies show that, on these media, EC is most prominent for 
positive emotions (Coviello, Fowler, et al., 2014; Ferrara & Yang, 2015; Gruzd et al., 
2011; Powell & Roberts, 2017), which is explained by pointing at the predominance of 
positive messages on those social media (Coviello, Fowler, et al., 2014; Kramer, 2012).
Th e occurrence of EC on other social media, such as media sharing sites (e.g., YouTube), 
review sites (e.g., Tripadvisor), or through the use of integrated tweet boxes, remains 
largely unexplored. It is worthwhile to look at the occurrence of EC on these social media 
since they are highly popular and are frequently used to report about service failures 
and share the (mostly negative) emotions evoked by them (Smith, Fischer, & Yongjian, 
2012; Tuten & Solomon, 2013). Yet, these media diff er from social networking sites in 
ways that can be expected to infl uence the pervasiveness of EC.
One known facilitator of EC that diff ers between diff erent kinds of social media is the 
interpersonal relationship or degree of familiarity between its users (Gump & Kulik, 
1997; Noller & Ruzzene, 1991; Sabatelli, Buck, & Dreyer, 1982; Stinson & Ickes, 1992; 
Weylin Sternglanz & DePaulo, 2004; Zuckerman & Przewuzman, 1979). Familiarity 
with fellow users is assumed to facilitate the interpretation of their verbal and non-verbal 
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cues, which makes emotional contagion more likely to occur. Conversely, if one does 
not know the fellow users, interpreting their cues is harder, which can be an obstacle to 
the occurrence of EC (Noller & Ruzzene, 1991; Sabatelli et al., 1982; Stinson & Ickes, 
1992; Weylin Sternglanz & DePaulo, 2004). 
Whereas social networking sites, such as Facebook and Twitter, are used primarily 
to maintain relationships between people who are already familiar with one another 
(Tuten & Solomon, 2013), this does not hold for media sharing sites, review sites, and 
integrated tweet boxes (Moran & Muzellec, 2017; Tuten & Solomon, 2013). As a result, 
most users of these kinds of social media, are unfamiliar with one another (Tuten & 
Solomon, 2013), which present an adverse circumstance for EC to occur.
Two other factors of influence on the pervasiveness of EC, are the number of available 
cues users have at their disposal and the feedback capability. These two factors, both 
of which are dimensions of media richness (i.e., “the amount of information a vehicle 
allows to be transmitted in a given time interval” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p.61) 
enable the correct expression and interpretation of a message (Daft & Lengel, 1986; 
Gimpel et al., 2016). Media that provide users with more cues to convey a message (i.e., 
the availability of multiple cues) as well as the option to ask for instant clarification (i.e., 
feedback capability), facilitate the correct expression and interpretation of a message 
(Daft & Lengel, 1986; Gimpel et al., 2016; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010), and thereby 
enhance the likelihood that EC will occur. Again, social media differ in this sense, with 
some media, such as Skype, presenting circumstances that facilitate EC (multiple cues 
and feedback capability), and others, such as integrated tweet boxes, presenting more 
adverse circumstances for EC to occur (limited cues and no feedback capability). 
Although the occurrence of EC on social media has been investigated before under one 
or two of the abovementioned adverse circumstances, never has EC been investigated 
on social media whose users are unfamiliar with each other, have limited cues at their 
disposal AND no feedback capability. By investigating how pervasive EC is under these 
adverse circumstances, we contribute to our understanding of EC. Furthermore, by 
specifically looking at the responses posted to a service failure, we gain more insight into 
how pervasive emotional contagion is for negative messages (in contrast to messages that 
do not contain negative emotions, which also occur in our dataset). To summarize, the 
current study answers the following research question: Under the adverse circumstances 
of social media users being unfamiliar with each other, having limited cues available and 
no feedback capability, how pervasive is emotional contagion for negative emotions and non-
negative emotions after a service failure? By answering this question, we aim to support 
service employees and managers in making a realistic assessment of the threat that EC 
poses in case of such a failure. 
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Th e pervasiveness of EC under the aforementioned circumstances is investigated by 
means of a case study approach with a least-likely design (Levy, 2008). A real-life 
dataset, comprising of 1186 tweets that were posted via an integrated tweet box in 
response to a service failure was gathered and investigated for signs of EC using two 
analytical procedures specifi cally developed for this purpose. Users of the integrated 
tweet box were unfamiliar with one another, had limited cues at their disposal and no 
feedback capability, Th us, by investigating the pervasiveness of EC in a case study that 
encompasses all these adverse circumstances, we rely on the Sinatra inference: ‘if EC can 
make it there, it can make it anywhere’ (Levy, 2002). 
Our results show that under the adverse circumstances that certain social media (such as 
our integrated tweet box) present, EC is more pervasive for non-negative emotions than 
for negative emotions. Th is fi nding could be considered surprising given the nature of 
our dataset, which consisted predominantly of negative messages in response to a service 
failure. Whereas intuitively we expected negative emotions to be more contagious after 
such an incident, this turned out not to be the case. From a practical perspective, these 
fi ndings suggest that a service employee or manager should not, as often happens now, 
focus on negative messages, attempting to defuse the negativity. Instead, their time and 
resources are better spent on dealing with the cause of the complaints and valuing the 
relationships with positive consumers. 
In the remainder of the chapter, we fi rst discuss relevant literature on the main concepts 
of this study. Subsequently, the method section provides a detailed description of the real-
life data set and the two analytical procedures that were developed and applied. After the 
results section, which provides an answer to our research question, the theoretical and 
managerial implication of our fi ndings are discussed. Th e fi nal section of this chapter 
describes the limitations of this study, as well as some directions for future research. 
4.2 Literature Review
4.2.1  Social media responses to service failures 
Sweetser and Weaver Lariscy (2008) defi ne social media as being “centered around the 
concept of a read-write Web, where the online audience moves beyond passive viewing 
of Web content to actually contributing to the content” (p.179). Th is defi nition 
indicates that social media provide consumers with the opportunity to create their own 
message and share it, giving them a voice in the digital world (Gensler, Völckner, Liu-
Th ompkins, & Wiertz, 2013; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Mangold & Faulds, 2009). 
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Consumers gladly make use of this opportunity when they experience a service failure 
(Fox, Deitz, Royne, & Fox, 2018; Zeithaml et al., 1996). Examples of organizations that 
have learned about this the hard way include BP, which failed to respond appropriately to 
the Gulf Coast Oil Spill (Muralidharan et al., 2011), H&M, which dumped mutilated 
clothes in the garbage instead of donating them to the needy and United Airlines, 
which refused to compensate for breaking a musician’s guitar (Aula, 2010; Berthon et 
al., 2012). All three of them were heavily criticized by many consumers on social media 
(Pfeffer et al., 2014).
Consumers criticizing organizations on social media has become more common in 
recent years (Faller & Schmit, 2013), which results in organizations wanting to learn 
how to best respond in such a case. Unfortunately, scientific research that states how 
to respond to consumers lashing out on social media is scarce. Most research thus far 
has focused on what leads consumers to share their critique on social media: negative 
customer experiences, a widespread sense of indignation and the experience of high-
arousal, negative emotions (Faller & Schmit, 2013; Jin, Liu, & Austin, 2014). 
4.2.2 Emotions and emotional contagion
Emotions are feelings of high intensity and short duration (Barry, 1999; Oatley et al., 
2006) that convey information to other people about how someone feels and what 
that person’s social intentions are (Ekman, 1993; Ekman, Friesen, & Ellsworth, 1972; 
Fridlund, 1994; Van Kleef et al., 2004). According to the affect-as-information model 
(Schwarz & Clore, 1988), emotions are likely to influence evaluations of people, objects, 
events, or ideas, thereby exerting an indirect effect on satisfaction and loyalty intentions 
and ultimately affecting a organization’s revenue (Kenrick et al., 2007; Liljander & 
Strandvik, 1997; Yoo et al., 1998). Moreover, if the emotion a consumer is experiencing 
is high-arousal, such as anger or surprise, it may stimulate him to share his experience 
with fellow consumers (Berger, 2016). In such a situation, emotions are particularly 
powerful because they can be transferred rapidly from one person to another (Cappella, 
1993; Van Kleef et al., 2004), most notably through a process called emotional contagion 
(EC) (Barsade, 2002; Hine et al., 2010). 
Emotional contagion is commonly defined as “a process in which a person or group 
influences the emotions or behavior of another person or group through the conscious 
or unconscious induction of emotion states and behavioral attitudes” (Schoenewolf, 
1990, p.50 as cited by Barsade, 2002). Although EC was originally believed to be caused 
by facial mimicry (Cappella, 1993; Hatfield et al., 1994; Stel & Van Knippenberg, 
2008), more recent studies show that exposure to another person’s facial expression 
is not a necessary precondition for contagion to occur (Belkin et al., 2006; Cheshin, 
Rafaeli, & Bos, 2011; Coviello, Fowler, et al., 2014; Hine et al., 2010; Kramer, 2012). 
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Amongst others, this is evidenced by a number of studies which have demonstrated the 
occurrence of emotional contagion in computer-mediated communication (Belkin et 
al., 2006; Coviello, Sohn, et al., 2014; Hine et al., 2010; Kramer, 2012).
4.2.3 Emotional contagion in computer-mediated communication: three 
facilitating circumstances
Emotional contagion through chat: cue availability and familiarity
With the increasing popularity of computer-mediated communication in the last two 
decades, researchers shifted their attention to the occurrence of EC in digital contexts. 
Researchers fi rst looked at communication via chat and found support that EC can 
occur when only textual and no non-verbal cues are available (Cheshin et al., 2011; 
Hancock et al., 2007; Van Kleef et al., 2004). Th is was rather surprising since non-
verbal cues, adding ‘richness’ (information) to a message, were believed to facilitate the 
correct interpretation of a message, thereby increasing the chance of EC (Daft & Lengel, 
1986; Gimpel et al., 2016; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). 
Furthermore, several experiments tested the occurrence of EC between chat users 
who were unfamiliar with one another (Cheshin et al., 2011; Van Kleef et al., 2004). 
Familiarity, defi ned in the literature as “the degree of exposure that one person has to 
another person” (Reis, Maniaci, Caprariello, Eastwick, & Finkel, 2011, p.557), was 
also known to facilitate the occurrence of emotional contagion (Gump & Kulik, 1997; 
Noller & Ruzzene, 1991; Sabatelli et al., 1982; Stinson & Ickes, 1992; Weylin Sternglanz 
& DePaulo, 2004; Zuckerman & Przewuzman, 1979), as it makes it easier to correctly 
interpret someone’s verbal and non-verbal cues (Noller & Ruzzene, 1991; Sabatelli et 
al., 1982; Stinson & Ickes, 1992; Weylin Sternglanz & DePaulo, 2004). However, like 
non-verbal cues, familiarity turned out not to be a prerequisite for EC to occur. 
A potential explanation for the occurrence of EC, despite these adverse circumstances, lies 
in the fact that chat has one typical characteristic that helps users interpret a message in 
the way it was intended; feedback capability. Feedback capability is defi ned as the ability 
of a medium to allow users to provide instant feedback, which helps clarify issues and 
correct mistakes (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Gimpel et al., 2016). Th us, because chat users 
are able to instantly ask for clarifi cation about an ambiguous message, misinterpretation 
of someone’s message (and expressed emotions) can be prevented. 
Emotional contagion through social networking sites: feedback capability 
More recently, researchers have also been investigating social networking sites, such as 
Facebook and Twitter, for signs of EC (Coviello, Sohn, et al., 2014; Ferrara & Yang, 
2015; Gerbaudo, 2016; Gruzd et al., 2011; Kramer, 2012). Although at fi rst glance 
communication through social networking sites may seem quite similar to chat, the two 
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media differ with regards to at least one of the above-mentioned medium characteristics; 
feedback capability. 
Whereas a chat program allows for two-way communication, providing users with 
the chance to ask for instant clarification if needed (feedback capability), this is not 
the case for social networking sites. Tweets and status updates do provide the option 
to ask for clarification (by e.g., commenting on the tweet/post), but, unlike chat, one 
cannot expect instant feedback since communication through those social networking 
sites is asynchronous (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Gimpel et al., 2016; Kaplan & Haenlein, 
2010). Thus, because users are unable to instantly request and receive clarification, 
misinterpretation of an ambiguous message (and expressed emotions) is more likely to 
occur. 
Something that facilitates the occurrence of EC on social networking sites, on the other 
hand, is the fact that users of social networking sites are generally familiar with one 
another, as the main purpose of social networking sites is to maintain relationships with 
people (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Tuten & Solomon, 2013). Familiarity enhances the 
occurrence of emotional contagion because knowing someone well makes it easier to 
correctly interpret their verbal and non-verbal cues (Noller & Ruzzene, 1991; Sabatelli 
et al., 1982; Stinson & Ickes, 1992; Weylin Sternglanz & DePaulo, 2004).
The results from studies looking into Facebook and Twitter show that, despite the lack 
of an instant feedback capability, EC indeed takes place on these social networking 
sites. The emotional valence expressed in a user’s status update or tweet is related to the 
emotional valence expressed previously in the status updates or tweets from people the 
user ‘follows’ (Coviello, Sohn, et al., 2014; Ferrara & Yang, 2015; Gerbaudo, 2016; 
Gruzd et al., 2011; Kramer, 2012). Especially positive emotions were likely to be 
adopted (Coviello, Sohn, et al., 2014; Ferrara & Yang, 2015; Gruzd et al., 2011). 
Emotional contagion through other social media: what the current study adds 
With most of the attention being devoted to social networking sites, the occurrence of 
EC on social media other than social networking sites, remains largely unexplored. This 
is rather surprising since other categories of social media, are highly popular and, like 
social networking sites, allow for communication between consumers. Examples include 
media sharing sites, such as YouTube, blogs, such as Blogger.com, review sites, such as 
Tripadvisor, and integrated tweet boxes (Tuten & Solomon, 2013). Where these social 
media differ from previously studied media, such as social networking sites and chats, is 
in the circumstances that they present. Some of these social media, and in particular the 
integrated tweet boxes, in fact provide a ‘complete package’ of adverse circumstances; 
users who are unfamiliar with each other, have limited cues at their disposal and no 
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feedback capability. By examining EC under these adverse circumstances, we learn how 
pervasive EC is on those particular social media, which allows service employees and 
managers to better estimate the risks involved when negative emotions are expressed on 
social media other than social networking sites. Th e current study therefore specifi cally 
seeks to answer the following research question: Under the adverse circumstances of social 
media users being unfamiliar with each other, having limited cues available and no feedback 
capability, how pervasive is emotional contagion for negative emotions and non-negative 
emotions? Th is question is answered with use of a case study refl ecting a least-likely design 
(Levy, 2008). Two analytical procedures are applied to the real-life data set consisting of 
tweet that were posted via an integrated tweet box, on the Japanese media sharing site 
Nicovideo.jp, in response to an organization’s service failure. 
4.3 Method
4.3.1 The case study
On 1 October 2012, McDonald’s Japan decided to remove the familiar menus beside 
cash registers, forcing customers who wanted to view their dinner options to look 
up at the board on the wall. Although this was already the case in practically every 
other country where McDonald’s has stores, McDonald’s Japan was heavily criticized 
by consumers for removing the menus. Th e management of McDonald’s refused to 
comment on the issue until the CEO was explicitly asked about the problem by a 
journalist on 1 November 2012. Th at same day an article about the ‘menu removal 
crisis’ was posted on the Japanese media sharing site Nicovideo.jp, accompanied by 
an ‘integrated tweet box’ (Dev.Twitter.com., 2014). Th is box allowed the visitor of the 
media sharing site to post a tweet about the issue, while showing the three preceding 
tweets that were posted with the integrated tweet box. In a matter of days, hundreds of 
website visitors used the integrated tweet box to vent their feelings concerning the menu 
removal and the CEO’s reaction.
4.3.2 The data
Tweets that were posted between 1 November at 8.00 PM 2012 and 5 November 1.21 
PM 2012 on the Japanese media sharing site Nicovideo.jp, in response to the removal 
of the menus by McDonald’s Japan, were collected, leading to a total of 1186 tweets. All 
tweets in this dataset were written in Japanese and created via the previously mentioned 
integrated tweet box. Th is box showed the three preceding tweets, ensuring that all 




The senders of the tweets were visitors of the same site, but not part of the same social 
network. We verified this by checking the Twitter connections of a random sample of 
people who used the integrated tweet box. The Twitter profiles of 62 users were checked 
for connections with one or more of the three previous users of the integrated tweet box. 
All 40 profiles that we could in fact check, showed no connection between the users and 
the three people who posted tweets before them. The remaining 22 user profiles had 
either been deleted (14) or blocked for outsiders (8).
Furthermore, because the integrated tweet box only allowed for textual communication, 
using a maximum of 140 characters, the limited cues requirement was met. Finally, the 
integrated tweet box did not provide the option to ask for clarification. Thus, there was 
no feedback capability. 
Using a dataset derived from an integrated tweet box also tackles one of the methodological 
limitations brought forward in previous case studies (Coviello, Sohn, et al., 2014; Ferrara 
& Yang, 2015; Gerbaudo, 2016; Kramer, 2012). Previous case studies into the influence 
of posts/tweets had to assume that users were able to see and read all the posts/tweets 
within a certain timeframe, thereby effectively ignoring the limited cognitive capacity of 
media users. In contrast, because the tweets that were used in this study all came from an 
integrated tweet box, we can pinpoint, with certainty, which tweets the user was exposed 
to prior to posting their own tweet. Consequently, analyzing those tweets provides more 
accurate and reliable results. At the same time, the unique structure of this data set poses 
some challenges for statistical analysis, which we will discuss after having explained the 
coding procedure. 
4.3.3 Coding procedure
Two Japanese natives and one sworn translator in Japanese, who had received no 
information about the purpose of this study, were presented with a list of all the tweets 
and were instructed to code each tweet as being either negative or non-negative (i.e., 
neutral / positive). Neutral and positive tweets were placed in one category (non-negative) 
because initial exploratory coding had revealed that the difference between neutral and 
positive tweets was too difficult to determine, mainly because of the short message 
length (Tungthamthiti, Santus, Xu, Huang, & Shirai, 2015). Inter-rater reliability was 
checked by calculating Fleiss’ kappa and the average pairwise Cohen’s kappa. Both 
kappa’s were 0.46, indicating moderate agreement between coders. The definitive code 
that was assigned to each tweet was based on the majority verdict. As a result, 847 tweets 
were coded as negative (N) and 339 tweets were coded as non-negative (O). 
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4.3.4 Sliding Frames & Monte Carlo Simulation
As the person using the integrated tweet box could see the three preceding tweet, frames 
of four consecutive tweets were examined. A sliding frame method was used for all the 
analyses. As can be seen in Figure 11, in step 1, the fi rst four consecutive tweets belong 
to the fi rst frame ([….]) that is examined. After examining the tweets in this frame, 
a new frame is constructed by ‘sliding’ one tweet to the right, checking the emotion 
expressed in the second, third, fourth and fi fth tweet. Seeing that the integrated tweet 
box showed the most recent three tweets to the user, using a sliding frame is a preferred 
over a jumping frame, which would not consider tweets 2, 3, 4 and 5 as a consecutive 
sequence (see Figure 12). Instead, a jumping frame would include the fi rst consecutive 
four tweet in the fi rst frame, but tweets 5,6,7 and 8 in the second frame. As such, 
relevant information concerning, for example, the infl uence of tweets 2, 3 and 4 on the 
fi fth tweet is discarded. 
Th ough the sliding frame method best refl ects the way the tweet box worked, the downside 
of it is that the results are not independent, which implies that many common statistical 
tests cannot be performed with the dataset (Field, 2009). For this reason, we performed a 
Monte Carlo simulation, using R software (R Development Core Team, 2008). 
Step 1: [O O O N] N O O N O O O O N O O ...
Step 2: O [O O N N] O O N O O O O N O O ... 
Step 3: O O [O N N O] O N O O O O N O O ...
Figure 11. Sliding frame
Step 1: [O O O N] N O O N O O O O N O O ... 
Step 2: O O O N [N O O N] O O O O N O O ... 
Step 3: O O O N N O O N [O O O O] N O O ...
Figure 12. Jumping frame
Th e Monte Carlo simulation took into account the observed chance for a tweet to be non-
negative (0.29; 339/1186) or negative (0.71; 847/1186) and generated 10,000 random 
sequences of 1186 tweets based on these chances. Th e results from these 10,000 sequences 
were then used as a baseline to compare the actual dataset to. As such, the analyses, 
described below, were conducted by comparing our dataset, using the sliding frame 
method, with the generated 10,000 random sequences, using the sliding frame method. 
Chapter 4
80
4.4 Analyses & Results
The dataset was checked for two indicators of emotional contagion: (1) clustering and 
(2) high congruence values. Both analyses were performed separately for negative tweets 
and non-negative tweets. Below each analytical procedure is explained in detail, followed 
by a description of the results. 
4.4.1 Clustering
If emotional contagion indeed occurs between tweets we would expect to see a ripple 
effect (Barsade, 2002), meaning that people who are confronted with tweets with a 
certain emotional valence are more likely to adopt this emotion and produce a tweet 
with the same valence themselves. Given the small number of preceding tweets visible 
in the integrated tweet box, this would imply that tweets with the same emotional 
valence should not be scattered over the data set, but be clustered instead. We counted 
clusters of two, three and four tweets in the dataset and compared their frequencies 
to the frequencies found in the Monte Carlo simulations. If emotional contagion (for 
negative or non-negative emotions) occurs despite the adverse circumstances presented 
by the medium, the dataset should contain significantly more clusters of tweets with the 
same emotional valence than the 10,000 simulation runs that were constructed using 
the same chance for each tweet to be negative (0.71) or non-negative (0.29) as observed 
in the dataset.
Results: Clustering of negative tweets
The observed number of negative doublets (N-doublets) in the dataset was 619. From 
the simulations, it became evident that in 2751 out of 10,000 runs, an equal or higher 
number of N-doublets was found (see Figure 13). This corresponds to a p-value of 
0.275, which means there was no significant difference between the observed and 
expected number of N-doublets. The observed number of N-triplets and N-quartets 
also did not differ significantly from the number that was found in the simulation. 
With 451 negative triplets, the number of triplets was equal or higher than the number 
of N-triplets found in 2360 simulations (p=0.236) (see Figure 14). Finally, Figure 15 
shows that the 338 N-quartets in the dataset did not exceed the number of N-quartets 
found in 1375 simulations (p= 0.138).
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Figure 13. Observed versus expected N-doublets
Figure 14. Observed versus expected N-triplets
Chapter 4
82
Figure 15. Observed versus expected N-quartets
Results: Clustering of non-negative tweets
The observed number of non-negative doublets (O-doublets) in the dataset was 112. 
From the simulations, it became evident that in 976 out of 10,000 runs, an equal or 
higher number of O-doublets was found (see Figure 16). This corresponds to a p-value 
of 0.098, which means there was no significant difference between the observed and 
expected number of O-doublets. However, the observed number of O-triplets and 
O-quartets did differ significantly from the number found in the simulations. With 
40 non-negative triplets, the observed number of triplets was higher than the number 
of O-triplets found in 99.95% the simulations (p=0.047) (see Figure 17). Only in 471 
runs was there an equal or higher number of O-triplets found. Figure 18 shows that the 
18 O-quartets in the dataset also exceeded the number of O-quartets found in 99.98% 
of the simulation runs (p= 0.015). An equal or higher number of O-quartets was found 
in only 151 runs. 
To summarize, non-negative emotions showed stronger signs of contagion than negative 
emotions. The dataset contained significantly more triplets and quartets of non-negative 
tweets than the simulation runs. However, we did not find the same result for the 
negative tweets; the number of negative triplets and quartets in the dataset did not 
significantly exceed the negative triplets and quartets in the simulation runs. 
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Figure 16. Observed versus expected O-doublets
Figure 17. Observed versus expected O-triplets
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Figure 18. Observed versus expected O-quartets
Although clustering can be an indication of emotional contagion, it also comes with a 
problem. That users of the tweet box were able to see the preceding three tweets, does 
not necessarily mean that they were most affected by the last one. For this reason, we 
used a second analytical procedure which takes all three preceding tweets into account 
and considers each of them a potentially equal influence on the user. 
4.4.2 Congruence Values
Congruence values (CVs) were determined by counting how many of the three tweets 
preceding the last tweet in a frame contained the same emotional valence as the last tweet 
(the so-called target tweet). The minimum CV was 1 (only the target tweet contained 
that specific valence; each of the three preceding tweets expressed a different emotion) 
and the maximum was 4 (there was a cluster of four tweets, including the target tweet, 
expressing the same valence). Figure 19 shows some examples of frames of four and their 
congruence values.
[N N N O] has a Congruence Value of 1
[O N N O] has a Congruence Value of 2
[O N O O] has a Congruence Value of 3
[O O O O] has a Congruence Value of 4
Figure 19. Examples of Congruence Values
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If emotional contagion did occur in the dataset, we would expect to observe signifi cantly 
more high CVs (3 or 4) in the dataset than in the 10,000 runs of a Monte Carlo simulation 
(so-called expected CVs). Since CVs are discrete, categorical data, a Goodness of fi t χ2 
test was used to determine the degree to which the distribution of the observed CVs 
diff ered from the distribution of the expected CVs. 
Results: Congruence Values for negative tweets
Results from the Goodness of fi t χ2 analysis show that overall, the observed number 
of CVs amongst negative tweets did not diff er from the expected number of CVs 
amongst negative tweets (operationalized as the average over 10,000 simulation runs) 
(χ2(3, N=845) = 5.12, p=.164), see Table 7. 
Table 7. Results Chi-square Congruence Values Negative tweets
Congruence Values
1 2 3 4
Observed 22 140 345 338
Expected 20 148 369 308
0.20 0.43 1.56 2.92 χ2 (3) =5.12,  p=.16
Results: Congruence Values for non-negative tweets
Results from the Goodness of fi t χ2 analysis show that overall, the observed number 
of CVs amongst non-negative tweets diff ered signifi cantly from the number of CVs 
amongst non-negative tweets in the simulations (operationalized as the average over 
10,000 simulation runs) (χ2(3, N=338) = 14.02, p<.005). Further inspection of the 
fi ndings (see Table 8) revealed that the signifi cant diff erence was mainly driven by the 
diff erence between the observed and expected number of tweets with a Congruence 
Value of 4. Th e dataset contained more non-negative tweets with a CV of 4 than the 
simulations did (on average). 
Table 8. Results Chi-square Congruence Values Non-negative tweets
Congruence Values
1 2 3 4
Observed 112 144 64 18
Expected 123 148 59 8
0.98 0.11 0.42 12.50 χ2 (3) =14.02,  p<.005
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Thus, the results from this analysis, that, unlike the previous analysis, takes all three 
preceding tweets into account and considers each of them of equal influence, showed 
again that EC was more prominent for non-negative tweets than for negative tweets. 
The dataset contained significantly more non-negative tweets with a CV of 4 than the 
simulations did. However, the dataset did not contain significantly more negative tweets 
with a CV of 3 or 4 than the simulations. 
4.5 Conclusion
In this study, we sought to answer the following research question: Under the adverse 
circumstances of social media users being unfamiliar with each other, having limited cues 
available and no feedback capability, how pervasive is emotional contagion for negative 
emotions and non-negative emotions after a service failure? To answer this question, we 
first collected 1186 tweets that were posted via an integrated tweet box representing 
the complete package of adverse circumstances: unfamiliar users, limited cues and 
no feedback capability. Subsequently, we applied two analytical procedures to this 
data set. The findings from the analyses support the notion that, under these adverse 
circumstances, EC is more pervasive for non-negative emotions than negative emotions.
The first analysis revealed that there were significantly more non-negative triplets and 
quartets in the dataset than in the 10,000 simulation runs. The existence of clusters of 
non-negative tweets indicates the presence of a ripple effect, in which the non-negative 
sentiment in the previous tweet(s) exerts an effect on the newest user of the integrated 
tweet box. However, we did not find the same result for the negative tweets; the number 
of negative doublets triplets and quartets in the dataset did not significantly exceed the 
negative doublets triplets and quartets in the simulation runs. Thus, the results from the 
cluster analysis point to non-negative EC being more pervasive than negative EC. 
Although clusters are an indication of contagion, they also present an issue when looking 
at the circumstances in which users of the integrated tweet box wrote their tweets. Users 
could see the three preceding tweets, which means that they may not be influenced by 
the last tweet (alone), but rather (also) by the two before that. This would provide a 
situation in which emotional contagion does occur, but no cluster is detected. For our 
second analysis we took this issue into consideration. 
The second analysis, the calculation of Congruence Values (CVs) counted the number 
of tweets, in a frame of four, that were similar in sentiment to the target tweet at the 
end of the frame. The higher the CV, the more tweets in that frame contained the same 
emotion as the fourth tweet. Our results showed that the observed number of high CVs 
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(3 and 4) amongst negative tweets did not signifi cantly exceed the expected number 
of high CVs amongst negative tweets. Th e observed number of CVs amongst non-
negative tweets did diff er signifi cantly from the expected number of CVs amongst non-
negative tweets. Especially the number of non-negative tweets with a CV of 4 exceeded 
the average number of such tweets found in 10,000 simulations. Th e results from this 
analysis also show that emotional contagion is more pervasive for non-negative than for 
negative emotions. 
Th e fi ndings from the analyses, each taking another indicator of EC as a starting 
point, support the notion that emotional contagion can occur between users who are 
unfamiliar with each other, who have only a limited number of cues available and no 
feedback capability. Th e pervasiveness of EC under the aforementioned circumstances, 
inherent to this case study, is however stronger for non-negative emotions than negative 
emotions. Whereas we found clear indications of non-negative EC taking place, no such 
indications were found for negative EC. Th is is a counterintuitive fi nding, especially in 
light of the fact that the dataset comprised of tweets that were posted in response to a 
service failure. Th e discussion will elaborate on this. 
4.6 Discussion
Th is case study relied on the Sinatra inference, suggesting that ‘if EC can make it there 
(in our dataset), it can make it anywhere’ (Levy, 2002). In retrospect, our case study 
actually displayed two Sinatra eff ects: Th e fi rst one relates to the fact that EC, in general, 
can take place under the adverse circumstances that several social media present, namely 
with users being unfamiliar with each other, having limited cues at their disposal and 
no feedback capability. Th e second Sinatra eff ect we found was that even in a typically 
negative situation, non-negative emotional contagion appeared to be more pervasive 
than negative emotional contagion. Whereas our dataset was comprised of (mostly 
negative) tweets in response to a service failure, non-negative EC still prevailed. 
Finding that EC can take place despite the adverse circumstances implies that EC could 
literally take place on any social medium, while also pointing to an underexplored 
approach to emotional contagion. Traditionally, EC was believed to originate in 
unconscious mimicry of facial expressions and gestures. Th e fact that we (and other 
authors before us) have found evidence for emotional contagion in the absence of non-
verbal cues points to a second process known to instigate EC: social comparison (Barsade, 
2002; Cappella, 1993; Coviello, Sohn, et al., 2014; Ferrara & Yang, 2015; Gruzd et al., 
2011; Hatfi eld et al., 1994; Hennig-Th urau et al., 2006; Powell & Roberts, 2017). EC 
through social comparison, also referred to as conscious emotional contagion, takes 
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place when people deliberately compare their own emotion with the emotion expressed 
by others. They consider the emotion expressed by others as a type of social information, 
suggesting how they should feel under these circumstances and adopt that emotion if 
that seems the appropriate thing to do (Barsade, 2002). This study thus demonstrates 
that even with users not being familiar with each other, having limited cues at their 
disposal and no feedback capability, EC can still be instigated through a process of social 
comparison. 
The second Sinatra effect we found, relates to the different results that were found for 
the two types of EC, with non-negative EC being more pervasive than negative EC. This 
is in line with the positivity bias reported in the literature, which suggests that whereas 
in the face-to-face context negative emotions appear to be more contagious than positive 
emotions, positive contagion is dominant in computer-mediated communication 
(Coviello, Sohn, et al., 2014; Ferrara & Yang, 2015; Gruzd et al., 2011; Powell & 
Roberts, 2017). A possible explanation provided for the positivity bias is that on social 
media, significantly more positive messages are posted than negative messages, which 
ultimately results in positive contagion having the upper hand (Coviello, Sohn, et al., 
2014; Powell & Roberts, 2017). In our study, however, the overwhelming majority 
of messages was negative (847 out of 1186), and still we found that non-negative EC 
was more pervasive than negative EC. Therefore, our results suggest that the positivity 
bias is perhaps better explained by mood-maintenance theory (M. D. Clark & Ilsen, 
1982; Handley, Lassiter, Nickell, & Herchenroeder, 2004), which entails that people 
seek out activities that will keep them in a good (i.e., a non-negative) mood and avoid 
activities that may change their mood for the worse. Alternatively, the lack of evidence 
for negative EC could also be related to the relatively low severity of the service failure. 
Whereas removing menus from a counter may be considered inconvenient, the incident 
itself may not be considered severe enough to warrant adoption of the emotion (Chang, 
Tsai, Wong, Wang, & Cho, 2015; Fox et al., 2018; Weun, Beatty, & Jones, 2004).
The results from our case study bear good news for service employees and managers, 
indicating that they should not overestimate the impact of negative messages on fellow 
consumers’ feelings, at least when those messages are posted on social media such as 
integrated tweet boxes. Thus, rather than preventing an expansion of negativity on 
integrated tweet boxes or social media alike, their time and resources may be better spent 
examining the voiced complaints, tracing the cause of the incident and providing service 
recovery. Doing so demonstrates that complaints are taken seriously and prevents re-
occurrence of those complaints. Furthermore, it can increase consumers’ service quality 
inferences as well as the likelihood of gaining brand advocates (Gustafsson, 2009).
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Locating (potential) brand advocates online and maintaining a good relationship with 
them is crucial, since the case study shows that consumers who post more positive 
messages about the service provider can provide a counterbalance to the negativity and 
induce positive emotions in fellow consumers (Li & Bernoff , 2011; Shukla, Banerjee, 
& Singh, 2016). Th erefore we advise service employees to continuously invest in 
establishing and valuing relationships with consumers who speak more positively about 
the organization, its products or services by locating positive posts, engaging with their 
senders and perhaps even rewarding them. 
4.6.1 Limitations & Future Research
As with every study there are limitations and directions for future research. One of the 
limitations attached to this study is that the integrated tweet box from our case study 
only showed the three preceding tweets. More research is required to determine how 
emotions are infl uenced when people are confronted with not three but, for instance, 
one, twenty or a hundred tweets. 
A second limitation of this study resides in the coding of tweets. A Fleiss’ kappa and 
Cohen’s kappa of 0.46, indicates ‘only’ moderate agreement between coders. However, 
as is also suggested in previous research, it is very diffi  cult to reach perfect agreement 
when coding tweets. Th e short messages (max. 140 characters) often contain sarcasm, 
irony, colloquialisms and abbreviations, which increases ambiguity (Tungthamthiti et 
al., 2015). By conducting research in an experimental setting, tweets can be constructed 
by the researcher and checked by several raters for the emotions they convey, before they 
are presented to a participant. 
Th ird, whereas working with real-life data representing a least-likely design is what, in our 
opinion, makes this case study all the more relevant, it also meant that (1) the severity of 
the service failure was given and (2) we did not consider how adverse circumstances can 
interplay, therewith aff ecting the pervasiveness of EC. It is worthwhile to explore this 
since this would help service employees and managers make a more accurate assessment 
of which negative messages, under which conditions, pose a threat on social media. As 
such, chapter 5 describes a 2x2 experiment we conducted, where both the severity of 
the service failure is manipulated (minor or severe) and the interpersonal relationship 
between the consumers (strangers or friend). 
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Investigating the circumstances in which negative 
emotional contagion occurs between consumers on 
Facebook, after a service failure
Although in chapters 3 and 4, negative emotions were found not to be as contagious 
as positive emotions, the risk attached to the adoption of negative emotions between 
consumers is quite high for organizations (Aula, 2010; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). 
Therefore this chapter addresses Gap 4a; ‘Which circumstances contribute to the 
pervasiveness of negative emotional contagion from consumer to fellow consumers on 
social media, following a service failure?’, and Gap 4b ‘How does the expression of 
negative emotions by a consumer on social media, following a service failure, affect 
























Which circumstances contribute to the pervasiveness of negative 
emotional contagion from consumer to fellow consumers on 
social media, following a service failure? 
How does the expression of negative emotions by a consumer 
on social media, following a service failure, aect fellow 
consumers’ service quality inferences?
Quantitative research
• Scenario -based experiment
• Mediation analysis, moderated moderated
mediation analysis, moderated mediation 
analysis using PROCESS (SPSS)
Figure 20. Introducing chapter 5
A paper version of this chapter was presented at the 2019 Frontiers in Service Conference 
in Singapore: 
Widdershoven, S., Bloemer, J.M.M., & Pluymaekers, M. (2019). A friend laughs at your 
jokes when they’re not so good, and sympathizes with your problems when they’re not so bad. 




A famous quote from businessman Scott D. Cook states that in the era of social 
media “A brand is no longer what we tell the consumer it is, it is what consumers 
tell each other it is”. Th is quote underlines the powerful position that social media 
provide to consumers. Consumers, who are considered a more credible source than 
any representative from the brand (Berger, 2016; Tuten & Solomon, 2013), are off ered 
several digital platforms where they can speak their mind, share their experiences and 
opinions with fellow consumers from all around the world (Tuten & Solomon, 2013). 
Whereas service employees have generally learned to embrace social media and the new 
dynamic it presents (Bhattacharjya et al., 2016; Smith et al., 2012), there are instances 
where the power that consumers have causes worry (Aula, 2010; Ott & Th eunissen, 
2015). For instance, when a service employee delivers a service (in a way) that is below 
the expectations of the consumer, resulting in a service failure (Fox et al., 2018; Zeithaml, 
Berry, & Parasuraman, 1993).
Service failures are known to evoke anger (Bonifi eld & Cole, 2007; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 
2004), an emotion that is typically associated with action tendencies and negative 
behavioural responses (Bougie, Pieters, & Zeelenberg, 2003). A negative behavioural 
response consumers often display in this day and age is to use social networking sites to 
inform friends, acquaintances and other fellow consumers about the service failure they 
experienced (so-called social eWOM), thereby attempting to persuade their network 
not to engage with the service provider (Chu & Kim, 2011; Kudeshia & Kumar, 2017). 
Service providers, knowing the infl uence that negative electronic word-of-mouth 
(eWOM) can exert on fellow consumers’ service quality inferences (Browning, So, & 
Sparks, 2013; Fox et al., 2018) thus fear the eff ects that messages in which consumers 
express anger about a service failure on social networking sites, can have with regards to 
those inferences (Aula, 2010).
According to the literature, two routes can be distinguished through which a message 
describing a service failure can infl uence fellow consumers’ service quality inferences: 
the direct, cognitive, route and the indirect, aff ective, route (Fox et al., 2018). Whereas 
the direct, cognitive, route relies on the fellow consumer using the description of the 
failure to make a cognitive judgment about the expected service quality, the indirect, 
aff ective, route entails the fellow consumer relying on his emotions when making 
inferences (Browning et al., 2013; Fox et al., 2018; Schwarz & Clore, 1988; Söderlund 
& Rosengren, 2007). 
Fox et al. (2018) demonstrated the existence of the two routes for negative eWOM 
spread via review sites (so-called ‘specialized eWOM’), but did not look explicitly at 
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negative eWOM spread via social networking sites (social eWOM). Generally speaking, 
research on the effects of negative social eWOM is scarce, which is rather surprising 
since 1) social networking sites have become an increasingly popular platform for 
sharing negative eWOM, and 2) the literature suggests that the mechanism through 
which negative eWOM affects service quality inferences may differ depending on 
the characteristics of the medium used (Ghosh, Varshney, & Venugopal, 2014; Teng, 
Khong, Goh, & Chong, 2014).
This is particularly the case for the indirect, affective route to service quality inferences, 
which is believed to rely on a process of emotional contagion. Emotional contagion 
(EC), "a process in which a person or group influences the emotions or behavior of 
another person or group through the conscious or unconscious induction of emotion 
states and behavioral attitudes" (Schoenewolf, 1990, p. 50; cited by Barsade, 2002), is 
used to explain how it is possible that merely reading a message that expresses anger 
about a service failure can result in the experience of anger (Barsade, 2002; Hatfield et 
al., 1994).
With respect to the pervasiveness of EC, Fox et al. (2018) demonstrate that it depends, 
at least in part, on the perceived severity of the service failure. Fellow consumers rely 
on their judgment concerning the severity of the service failure to decide whether it is 
appropriate to adopt the expressed emotions in the message about the service failure. 
However, the literature on EC suggests that the pervasiveness of EC can also depend on 
personal as well as interpersonal factors (Doherty, 1997; Kimura, Daibo, & Yogo, 2008; 
Sullins, 1991). This makes it all the more relevant to investigate the impact of negative 
eWOM in the context of social networking sites, as the interpersonal relationship 
between the consumer posting about the service failure and the fellow consumer can 
vary from friends to strangers (Kudeshia & Kumar, 2017; Tuten & Solomon, 2013). 
The current study thus expands the model of Fox et al. (2018) as such that it also 
investigates the two routes from negative eWOM, describing a minor or severe service 
failure, to service quality inferences. However, we add the interplay between personal 
and interpersonal relationship factors, which, according to Kimura et al. (2008), 
influences the emotional contagion process and thereby possibly also the affective 
route to service quality inferences. Kimura et al. (2008) identified a positive correlation 
between an individual’s emotional contagion susceptibility and the degree of emotional 
contagion, except when the two parties involved were friends. When dealing with a 
friend, emotional contagion occurred regardless of one’s individual level of susceptibility 
(Kimura et al., 2008). 
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Th us, to summarize, the current study considers personal and interpersonal relationship 
factors in investigating how the anger and service quality inferences of fellow consumers 
are aff ected by a negative eWOM message on a social networking site in which anger is 
expressed about a service failure. Th e research questions we aim to answer are: 
(1) How does a negative eWOM message on a social networking site in which a 
consumer expresses anger about a service failure aff ect the service quality inferences 
of fellow consumers?
(2) How does the interplay of the interpersonal factor ‘interpersonal relationship’ 
and the personal factor ‘emotional contagion susceptibility’ aff ect the impact of 
perceived severity of a service failure on anger and (consequently) service quality 
inferences of fellow consumers? 
To answer these questions, a scenario-based experiment was conducted in which 
participants were shown a Facebook post describing a service failure that occurred in a 
restaurant. In the 2x2 between-subjects design we manipulated the severity of the service 
failure (minor vs. severe) and the interpersonal relationship with the consumer (stranger 
vs. friend). Perceived severity of the service failure, emotional contagion susceptibility, 
anger and service quality inferences were subsequently measured for each participant. 
Th e results indicate that the cognitive route is more prominent for negative eWOM 
posted by a stranger, whereas the aff ective route is more prominent for negative eWOM 
posted by a friend. Moreover, the pervasiveness of emotional contagion depends mainly 
on emotional contagion susceptibility if the negative eWOM is posted by a stranger, but 
this variable does not play a signifi cant role if the post is written by a friend.
Th e next section contains a review of key concepts for this study. Th e presentation of 
the conceptual model details the study’s hypotheses, followed by a description of the 
design of the experiment and the analyses conducted to test these hypotheses. Following 
an overview of the results, this chapter concludes with a conclusion and discussion, 




5.2  Literature review
5.2.1 Service failures and anger
In an ideal world, all services are provided according to or above expectation. 
Unfortunately, due to the unique characteristics of services, this is not always possible 
(Grönroos, 1995; Parasuraman, Berry, & Zeithaml, 1991). When consumers consider 
the service (delivery) to fall below expectation, we speak of a service failure (Fox et al., 
2018; Zeithaml et al., 1993). The magnitude of loss that consumers experience due to 
this failure is coined service failure severity (Fox et al., 2018; Hess Jr, Ganesan, & Klein, 
2003) 
Research has shown that service failures evoke anger in consumers that experience them 
(Bonifield & Cole, 2007; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2004). What distinguishes anger from 
other negative emotions, is that it is typically associated with action tendencies and 
negative behavioural responses (Bougie et al., 2003). In the context of service failures, 
this implies that consumers who experience anger are more inclined to take action 
against the organization by e.g., expressing their anger and dissatisfaction through 
negative word-of-mouth (WOM) (Bougie et al., 2003; Fu, Ju, & Hsu, 2015; Jayasimha 
& Srivastava, 2017; Obeidat, Xiao, Iyer, & Nicholson, 2017), either in face-to-face 
conversations with fellow consumers or using digital media such as comparison sites or 
social networking sites (Berger, 2016). Word-of-mouth spread through digital media 
is referred to as electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM): “all informal communications 
directed at consumers through Internet-based technology related to the usage or 
characteristics of particular goods and services, or their sellers” (Litvin, Goldsmith, & 
Pan, 2008, p. 461).
5.2.2 The growing popularity of social networking sites as a platform for 
eWOM
Traditionally, electronic word-of-mouth or eWOM has mainly been posted on 
independent comparison or rating sites such as TripAdvisor, Tweakers.net and IMDB. 
This type of eWOM is referred to as ‘specialized eWOM’ (Kudeshia & Kumar, 
2017). In recent years, however, it has become more common for consumers to use 
social networking sites to inform or persuade friends, acquaintances and other fellow 
consumers about brands/products/services (Chu & Kim, 2011; Kudeshia & Kumar, 
2017); a phenomenon that has been labelled ‘social eWOM’. 
Despite its upsurge, research on the effects of negative social eWOM on fellow 
consumers’ service quality inferences is still scarce, particularly when compared with 
research on ‘specialized eWOM’ (Chu & Kim, 2011; Doh & Hwang, 2009; Hu, X. and 
Ha, 2015; Kudeshia & Kumar, 2017; Vermeulen & Seegers, 2009). 
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Th e fact that research concerning the eff ects of negative social eWOM on fellow 
consumers’ service quality inferences is scarce makes it an interesting avenue for future 
research, especially considering 1) the growing popularity of social networking sites as 
a platform for sharing negative eWOM, and 2) the suggestion in the literature that 
the mechanism through which negative eWOM aff ects fellow consumers may diff er 
depending on the characteristics of the medium used (Ghosh et al., 2014; Teng et al., 
2014). 
5.2.3 The impact of negative eWOM on fellow consumers’ inferences 
Th e consequences of a service failure may stretch beyond a disgruntled consumer if he 
decides to act upon his emotions and share negative eWOM. eWOM is namely believed 
to be a source of information that can have considerable infl uence on consumers’ decision 
making (Vermeulen & Seegers, 2009; Xie, Miao, Kuo, & Lee, 2011). Some even argue 
that it is currently the most infl uential information source in the pre-purchase phase 
(Litvin et al., 2008), exerting an impact on, amongst others, service quality inferences of 
fellow consumers (Browning et al., 2013; Fox et al., 2018). As such, describing a service 
failure in a negative eWOM message, can result in fellow consumers making negative 
service quality inferences about the service provider described in the eWOM message. 
According to the literature, two routes can be distinguished that lead to those service 
quality inferences by fellow consumers: the direct, cognitive, route and the indirect, 
aff ective, route (Fox et al., 2018). 
5.2.4 Fellow consumers’ cognitive route to service quality inferences
Th e direct route entails the consumer distilling relevant information from the description 
of the service failure and using that information to make a cognitive judgment about 
the service quality of the service provider. Th e service failure described in the eWOM 
message is considered an antecedent of what to expect when becoming a customer of 
this service provider (Ghosh et al., 2014).
Previous research has demonstrated that reading about a service failure is likely to have 
a negative impact on service quality inferences if the service failure is considered severe 
(as opposed to trivial) (Chang et al., 2015; Fox et al., 2018; Weun et al., 2004). In 
fact, research conducted by Fox et al. (2018) shows that there is a negative relationship 
between severity of the service failure and service quality inferences. We therefore 
propose that:
H1:  Perceived severity of the service failure negatively aff ects the service quality 
inferences of the fellow consumer.
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5.2.5 Fellow consumers’ affective route to service quality inferences
A second, possibly parallel route to service quality inferences (Browning et al., 2013; Fox 
et al., 2018; Schwarz & Clore, 1988; Söderlund & Rosengren, 2007) revolves around 
emotions. When reading a message that expresses anger about a service failure, fellow 
consumers can start experiencing anger themselves as a result of a psychological process 
called emotional contagion (Barsade, 2002; Fox et al., 2018; Hatfield et al., 1994). 
Emotional contagion is "a process in which a person or group influences the emotions 
or behavior of another person or group through the conscious or unconscious induction 
of emotion states and behavioral attitudes" (Schoenewolf, 1990, p. 50; cited by Barsade, 
2002).
Two types of emotional contagion can be distinguished: unconscious (primitive) 
emotional contagion and conscious emotional contagion. Whereas primitive emotional 
contagion results from the unconscious mimicry of facial expressions and gestures 
(Cappella, 1993; Hatfield et al., 1994), conscious emotional contagion entails a 
social comparison process in which a person intentionally compares her or his own 
emotion with the emotion expressed by another and adopts it if it seems appropriate 
(Barsade, 2002). Conscious emotional contagion commonly takes place in ambiguous 
communication contexts, such as computer-mediated communication, where face-
to-face cues are missing (Barsade, 2002; Belkin et al., 2006; Hine et al., 2010; Tsai 
et al., 2012). The absence of facial expressions and gestures in computer-mediated 
communication stimulates people to pay closer attention to the remaining cues to 
identify someone’s emotions. Those emotions are subsequently adopted if deemed 
appropriate (Barsade, 2002).
Fox et al. (2018) too pointed to emotional contagion to explain why fellow consumers 
feel anger after reading a message in which anger is expressed about a service failure. 
They furthermore demonstrated that the severity of the service failure exerts an impact 
on the extent to which emotional contagion takes place (Fox et al., 2018). This suggests 
that the severity of the service failure could be considered a factor that co-determines to 
what extent the fellow consumer finds it appropriate to adopt the expressed emotions in 
the message about the service failure. Therefore, we hypothesize that:
H2:  Perceived severity of the service failure positively affects the anger experienced 
by the fellow consumer.  
According to the affect-as-information model (Schwarz & Clore, 1988), people often 
rely on their emotions when making judgements or evaluations concerning certain 
situations. In a service setting, this suggests that the anger that a fellow consumer 
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experiences after reading a negative eWOM message, is also likely to aff ect his service 
quality inferences. Th erefore, we hypothesize that: 
H3: Anger experienced by the fellow consumer mediates the relationship between 
perceived severity of the service failure and service quality inferences of the 
fellow consumer. 
5.2.6 Interpersonal relationships, susceptibility and emotional contagion
When consumers use social networking sites as a platform for distributing negative 
eWOM, they do so to “induce friends, acquaintances or potential consumers to 
see their opinions and, thus, infl uence their networks’ decision-making” (Kudeshia 
& Kumar, 2017, p. 311). Th e fact that diff erent groups of fellow consumers are 
distinguished (friends, acquaintances and potential consumers), who can come into 
contact with the opinions shared about a product, service or organization (Kudeshia & 
Kumar, 2017), suggests that, on social networking sites, the interpersonal relationship 
between the consumer and the fellow consumer can vary from friends to strangers. 
Th is is not typically the case for specialized eWOM, where writers and readers of 
eWOM messages tend to be unfamiliar with each other (Kudeshia & Kumar, 2017; 
Tuten & Solomon, 2013).
Th at interpersonal relationships can aff ect the emotional contagion process was 
demonstrated by Kimura et al. (2008). In their vignette study, they considered the 
interpersonal relationship between the participant and the person described in the 
vignette (friend, senior, junior or acquaintance) in relation to the participant’s emotional 
contagion susceptibility, a personal trait that indicates “the extent to which emotional 
stimuli elicit an emotional expression characteristic of the eliciting emotions” (Doherty, 
1997, p. 134). Th eir fi ndings showed a positive relation between the participants’ 
emotional susceptibility scores and the degree of emotional contagion for all conditions, 
except for the friend condition. When dealing with a friend, emotional contagion 
occurred regardless of one’s individual level of susceptibility. 
Taking the fi ndings of Kimura et al. (2008) into account, we thus expect the interpersonal 
relationship between the consumer who posts the negative eWOM message and the 
fellow consumer to be of infl uence on the indirect, aff ective, route to service quality 
inferences. More specifi cally, we expect the presence of an interpersonal relationship 
to eliminate the strengthening impact of the fellow consumer’s emotional contagion 
susceptibility on the relationship between perceived severity of the service failure and the 
anger of the fellow consumer. Th is results in the following two hypotheses: 
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H4a:  If the consumer and the fellow consumer are strangers, the emotional contagion 
susceptibility of the fellow consumer will strengthen the relationship between 
perceived severity of the service failure and experienced anger of the fellow 
consumer.
H4b:  If the consumer and the fellow consumer are friends, the emotional contagion 
susceptibility of the fellow consumer does not strengthen the relationship 


















Figure 21 depicts our conceptual model. 
5.3 Methodology
5.3.1  Scenario and experimental materials
To test our hypotheses, a scenario-based experiment was conducted in which we showed 
participants a Facebook post describing a service failure that occurred in a restaurant. 
A restaurant setting was chosen since, in comparison to other service providers, 
restaurants are relatively frequently reviewed in Facebook status updates (Vashisht & 
Thakur, 2014). In the 2 x 2 between-subjects design the independent variables that 
were manipulated were the severity of the service failure described in the Facebook 
post (minor vs. severe) and the interpersonal relationship between the participant and 
the consumer who posted the Facebook post (stranger vs. friend). Whereas Kimura 
et al. (2008) also compared interpersonal relationships that differ in terms of power 
(junior versus senior), the current study focuses purely on the familiarity aspect of the 
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interpersonal relationships. Th is decision was made because social networking sites, such 
as Facebook, do not revolve around power diff erences between users, making categories 
such as ‘senior’ or ‘junior’ less relevant. 
Th e severity of the service failure was manipulated by varying both the outcome failure 
and the process failure (Smith et al., 1999). In the severe condition (see Figure 22) the 
consumer has an allergic reaction after eating food that (s)he, as previously indicated to 
the waiter, is allergic to. (S)he is consequently blamed for the incident by the unapologetic 
and rude waiter. In the minor condition (see Figure 23) the consumer complains about 
receiving food that is, as previously indicated to the waiter, not to his/her taste, and is 
merely told by the unapologetic waiter that, in all hastiness, he must have forgotten to 
tell the kitchen about the food preferences. Th us, the incident as described in the severe 
condition actually imposed a health risk, which can be described as a more serious and 
harmful outcome than merely receiving food one does not like. In addition, the process 
failure was more extensive in the severe condition since the waiter was rude and actually 
blamed the consumer for the incident. 
Th e interpersonal relationship with the consumer who posted the Facebook post was 
manipulated by informing participants in the instructions that the post was written by 
either a friend or a stranger. Th is resulted in four conditions: (1) Facebook post about 
a minor service failure, written by a stranger, (2) Facebook post about a minor service 
failure, written by a friend, (3) Facebook post about a severe service failure, written by 
a stranger, and, (4) Facebook post about a severe service failure, written by a friend. 
Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions. 
Figure 22. Facebook post about severe service failure 
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Figure 23. Facebook post about minor service failure 
5.3.2 Participants 
Participant from across the United States were recruited using Amazon’s Mechanical 
Turk (MTurk) in May 2018. Interested workers were reimbursed $1,50 USD for 
completing a survey on “social media messages about service failures”. MTurk workers 
who accepted the task were redirected to an external survey page where they received 
further instructions about the study. We found that 224 MTurk workers responded to 
our solicitation. In response to articles that reported about character misrepresentation 
on MTurk (Follmer, Sperling, & Suen, 2017; Wessling, Huber, & Netzer, 2017), it 
was decided to conduct elaborate screening of the acquired data. The screening process 
resulted in the elimination of 70 participants. Out of those 70 participants 20 were 
eliminated because their IP-address was traced back to outside the US, 17 were 
eliminated based on a cross-survey check and 33 as a result of an attention check. 
After the screening process, the data was checked for outliers using Mahalanobis distance, 
Cooks distance and Leverage values. In case the data provided by a participant was 
considered an outlier for at least two out of three checks, the participant was removed 
from the dataset. This resulted in the deletion of three additional participants. 
Of the 151 remaining participants 75 were male and 76 were female. The participants’ 
age ranged from 18 to 76, with a mean age of 38 (SD=11.79). With regards to marital 
status, 37.1% of the participant was never married, whereas 52.3% was married or in 
a domestic partnership. The remaining 10.6% of the participants was either separated, 
divorced or widowed. Most participants had a bachelor degree (37.1%), followed by 
‘some college, but no degree’ (22.5%), graduate degree (18.5%), high school degree or 
equivalent (11.3%), associate degree (9.3%) and ‘less than high school degree’ (1.3%). 
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Eleven participants (7.3%) had a food allergy. To conclude, 92.1% of the participants 
had a Facebook profi le.
5.3.3 Procedure
After signing-up for the study on MTurk, participants were redirected to an external 
survey page where they were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions. Each 
survey started with an introduction, providing a short outline of the survey and an 
indication of the time it would take to complete the survey. Participants were then 
introduced to the scenario and shown a screenshot of the Facebook post belonging to 
their condition. After having viewed the screenshot, participants were asked to answer 
several questions which related to the main concepts under study and a number of 
control variables. Completing the survey took participants on average 11 minutes and 
55 seconds (SD= 7 minutes and 41 seconds). 
5.3.4 Measures
5.3.4.1 The main concepts
After a screenshot of the Facebook post (see Figure 22 and 23) participants were fi rst 
presented with a three-item seven-point Likert scale from Bonifi eld and Cole (2007) 
that measured anger (α = .90), followed by a fi ve-item, seven-point Likert scale from 
Baker et al. (1994) that measured service quality inferences (α = .88). 
To measure the perceived severity of the service failure a three-item semantic diff erential 
scale from Hess et al. (2003) was used (α = .94). To determine whether the interpersonal 
relationship manipulation was successful, participants were asked to write down what 
the relationship was between them and the consumer who posted the Facebook post. 
In addition, the participants were asked to indicate perceived familiarity with the 
consumer using a seven point scale (1 = not at all familiar, 7 = very familiar) (Millar & 
Millar, 1995). Next, two items from Sultan et al. (2012) were included to check for the 
perceived realism of the scenario (α = .95) after which participants were asked to rate 15 
statements belonging to Doherty’s (1997) Emotional Contagion Susceptibility scale (α 
= .90). Table 9 provides an overview of the items that measured the main concepts of 
this study, as well as their sources. 
5.3.4.2 Control variables
At the end of the survey, questions were asked regarding several control variables. 
Participants indicated their age, gender, highest completed education and marital status, 
as well as whether they had a Facebook profi le, whether they had a food allergy (relevant 
in light of the severe scenario which, as indicated under ‘Scenario and experimental 
materials’, entailed a restaurant visitor being served food (s)he stated to be allergic to) 
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and how many times they visit a restaurant a year (on average). These variables yielded 
no significant effects on anger or service quality inferences (p >.05). As a result, they will 
not be discussed further.
Table 9. Scales main concepts
Anger (Bonifield & Cole, 2007); 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree
• I would feel angry about my experience at this restaurant.
• I would feel very displeased with the service at this restaurant. 
• The more I think about it, the more hostile I would feel toward the restaurant. 
Service quality inferences (Baker et al., 1994); 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree
• Customers could expect to be treated well at this restaurant. 
• Employees of this restaurant could be expected to give customers personal attention.
• Employees of this restaurant would be willing to help customers.
• This restaurant would offer high-quality service.
• Employees of this restaurant would not be too busy to respond to customers’ requests quickly.
Perceived severity of the service failure (Hess Jr et al., 2003)
Based on your experience with the restaurant industry how would you describe the service failure from 
the scenario?
• Mild service problem – Severe service problem 
• Major service problem – Minor service problem (reversed)
• Insignificant service problem – Significant service problem
Perceived familiarity with the writer (Millar & Millar, 1995); 1 = not at all familiar, 7 = very familiar
• How familiar would you say you are with the writer of the Facebook post?
Emotional contagion susceptibility (Doherty, 1997); 1 =never, 2 =rarely, 3 =usually, 4 =often, 5 =always
• If someone I’m talking with begins to cry, I get teary-eyed
• Being with a happy person picks me up when I’m feeling down
• When someone smiles warmly at me, I smile back and feel warm inside
• I get filled with sorrow when people talk about the death of their loved ones
• I clench my jaws and my shoulders get tight when I see the angry faces on the news
• When I look into the eyes of the one I love, my mind is filled with thoughts of romance
• It irritates me to be around angry people
Continued
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Table 9. Scales main concepts
• Watching the fearful faces of victims on the news makes me try to imagine how they might be 
feeling
• I melt when the one I love holds me close
• I tense when overhearing an angry quarrel
• Being around happy people fi lls my mind with happy thoughts
• I sense my body responding when the one I love touches me
• I notice myself getting tense when I’m around people who are stressed out
• I cry at sad movies
• Listening to the shrill screams of a terrifi ed child in a dentist’s waiting room makes me feel 
nervous
Realism of the scenarios (Sultan et al., 2012); 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree)
• Th e scenario was realistic 
• Th e scenario was believable 
5.3.5 Statistical analysis
Manipulation checks were performed to determine if the manipulations had the intended 
eff ect. Th ese checks were performed by conducting a multivariate analysis of variance 
(MANOVA) in SPSS (IBM, 2015). Conducting a MANOVA, also allowed us to check 
for unwanted relationships between variables that should be independent, such as the 
severity manipulation and the perceived interpersonal relationship with the consumer 
who posted the Facebook post. Lastly, with use of a factorial ANOVA it was checked 
whether the conditions diff ered from one another in regards to perceived realism. 
Th ree analyses were used to test the hypotheses belonging to our conceptual model. 
Hypotheses 1, 2 and 3, suggesting both a direct and indirect infl uence of perceived 
severity of the service failure on service quality inferences, were tested using model 4 (a 
basic mediation model) in PROCESS (Hayes, 2013). Hypotheses 4a and 4b, suggesting 
a moderated moderation eff ect, were tested using model 11 (moderated moderated 
mediation model) in PROCESS (Hayes, 2013). Furthermore, to enable more accurate 
interpretation, a moderated mediation model (model 7) was performed separately for 




5.4.1 Manipulation and realism checks 
On average, the perceived severity of the service failure was smaller for the minor 
scenario (M = 4.77, SD = 1.59) than for the severe scenario (M = 6.27, SD = 1.02). 
This difference was significant (F(1,150) = 47.59, p <.001, η2= .25). Therefore, this 
manipulation was successful. The manipulation of the severity of the service failure, as 
described in the Facebook post, did not have a significant influence on the interpersonal 
relationship as perceived by the participant (operationalised as the perceived familiarity 
with the consumer who posted the Facebook post); F(1,150) = .471, p =.49. 
The comparison of the perceived familiarity with the writer of the Facebook post 
between the stranger and friend condition showed that the interpersonal relationship 
manipulation was also successful. On average, the perceived familiarity was less for the 
stranger condition (M = 1.62, SD = 1.41) than for the friend condition (M = 5.36, 
SD = 1.42). This difference was significant F(1,151) = 259.09, p <.001, η2= .64. The 
interpersonal relationship manipulation did not have a significant influence on the 
perceived severity of the service failure (F(1,150) = .065, p =.80).
Results of the factorial ANOVA indicate that there was no significant effect of severity 
of the service failure on perceived realism (F(1,147) = 2.89., p =.09), nor was there 
a significant effect of interpersonal relationship on perceived realism (F(1,147) = 
2.94., p =.09).
To verify whether the dominant emotion expressed in the post was anger, the survey 
contained an open-ended question asking the participant about the dominant emotion 
expressed in the Facebook post. All participants indicated that anger, or concepts closely 
related to anger, such as rage, was the dominant emotion.
5.4.2 Reliability and validity
The reliability and validity of the variables were assessed by checking the Cronbach’s 
Alphas (CA), composite reliabilities (CR), average variance extracted (AVE) and 
discriminant validity (see Table 10). All CAs exceeded the 0.7 threshold (Field, 2009), 
the lowest being 0.88 (service quality inferences) and the highest being 0.94 (perceived 
severity of the service failure). Furthermore, all CR’s were higher than 0.80, indicating 
high internal consistency of items measuring the variable (Hair Jr. et al., 2014). The 
AVE was higher than 0.50 for all variables, except for emotional contagion susceptibility. 
However, this variable was kept in the analysis on theoretical grounds. The measure of 
discriminant validity checked whether the square root of the average variance extracted 
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for each construct was higher than the individual correlations with other latent variables 
(Fornell & Bookstein, 1982), which it was. 






















1 2 3 4
1. SEV 0.94 0.97 0.68 0.95
2. ANG 0.90 0.94 0.84 0.68 0.92
3. SERVQ 0.88 0.91 0.68 -0.51 -0.51 0.83
4. ECS 0.90 0.91 0.40 0.29 0.27 -0.19 0.64
Note. SEV = perceived severity of the service failure; ANG = anger; SERVQ = service quality inferences; 
ECS = emotional contagion susceptibility. Numbers shown in boldface denote the square root of the AVE. 
Th e other numbers represent correlations between latent variables.
5.4.3 Results of the mediation model
In order to test hypotheses 1, 2 and 3 a mediation analysis was performed, using mean-
centered scores for perceived severity of the service failure and anger (Hayes, 2013). 
A diagram of the mediation model with the regression coeffi  cients (b) and p -values 
is depicted in Figure 24. As the fi gure shows, there is a signifi cant negative eff ect of 
perceived severity of the service failure on service quality inferences of the fellow 
consumer (b = -.23, p <.01), providing support for Hypothesis 1. Th e fi ndings indicate 
that the more severe the service failure is perceived to be, the worse the service quality 
inferences made by the fellow consumer are. 
Figure 24 also demonstrates the presence of a signifi cant positive eff ect of perceived 
severity of the service failure on anger (b = .71, p <.001), supporting Hypothesis 2. Th e 
positive relationship between these variables suggests that the more severe the service 
failure is perceived to be, the more angry the fellow consumer will feel. Lastly, the 
signifi cant indirect eff ect of perceived severity of the service failure on service quality 
inferences through anger, b= -.15, BCa CI [-0.27, -0.05], supports the presence of a 
mediation eff ect as suggested in Hypothesis 3. Anger, as a mediator, accounts for roughly 
40% of the total eff ect (PM = .39), indicating partial mediation. 
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b= 0.71, p < .001
Direct eect , b= -0.23, p <.01
Indirect eect, b= -0.15, 95% CI [-0.27, -0.05]
b= -0.21, p < .01
Anger
Perceived Severity




Figure 24. Results Mediation Model
Note. The variance explained (R2) is 0.46 for anger and 0.26 for service quality inferences.
5.4.4 Results of the moderated moderated mediation model
To investigate Hypothesis 4, a moderated moderated mediation analysis was performed, 
using mean-centered scores for perceived severity of the service failure, anger, 
interpersonal relationship and emotional contagion susceptibility. A diagram of the 
moderated moderated mediation model with the regression coefficients and p -values 
is depicted in Figure 25. In addition, Table 11 shows the main effects and interactions 
terms for the variable anger and Table 12 the main effects and interactions for the 
outcome variable service quality inferences. 
The results from the moderated moderated mediation analysis, shown in Figure 25 and 
Table 11, indicate the presence of three-way interaction (b = -.46, p <.01) between 
interpersonal relationship, emotional contagion susceptibility and perceived severity 
of the service failure on anger; F(1, 143) = 5.63, p < .05, DR2 = .02, as predicted by 
Hypothesis 4a and 4b. To better comprehend the three-way interaction, a moderated 
mediation model (model 7), was performed separately for the stranger and friend 
condition (Hair Jr. et al., 2014). The outcomes are reported in the next paragraph.





b= 0.73, p < .001
b= -0.23, p < .01
b= -0.21, p < .01










Figure 25. Results in Moderated Moderated Mediation Model
Note. Th e variance explained (R2) is 0.50 for anger and 0.26 for service quality inferences.
Table 11. Results of the moderated moderated mediation analysis for Anger
Predictor b t p 95% CI
SEV .73 11.15 .00 [0.60 ; 0.86] 
ECS .10 0.73 NS [-.0.17 ; 0.38]
IR .28 1.39 NS [-0.12 ; 0.67]
SEV x ECS .16 1.65 NS [-0.03 ; 0.35]
SEV x IR -.15 -1.17 NS [-0.41 ; 011]
ECS x IR .51 1.84 NS [-0.04 ; 1.06]
ECS x IR x SEV -.46 -2.37 .02 [-0.84 ; -0.08]
Note. SEV = perceived severity of the service failure; ECS = emotional contagion susceptibility; 
IR = interpersonal relationship, NS= p >.05 
Table 12. Results of the moderated moderated mediation analysis for Service Quality 
Inferences
Predictor b t p 95% CI
SEV -.23 -3.00 .00 [-0.39 ; -0.08]
ANG -.21 -2.82 .01 [-.0.36 ; -0.06]
Note. SEV = perceived severity of the service failure; ANG = anger
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5.4.5 Comparing results of the moderated mediation model for the friend 
and stranger conditions
A moderated mediation model using PROCESS model 7 was tested separately for 
participants in the stranger condition (n= 74) and participants in the friend condition 
(n= 77), using mean-centered scores for perceived severity of the service failure, anger 
and emotional contagion susceptibility. A diagram of the moderated mediation model 
for the stranger condition is depicted in Figure 26, whereas a diagram of the moderated 
mediation model for the friend condition is depicted in Figure 27. To more clearly 
indicate differences, the paths that were found not significant are indicated with a dotted 
line. In addition, Table 13 shows a direct comparison for the two conditions regarding 
the main effects and interactions terms for the variable anger and Table 14 shows this 
comparison for the outcome variable service quality inferences.
The results show that, whereas the relationship between perceived severity of the service 
failure and anger is moderated by emotional contagion susceptibility in the stranger 
condition (b= .39, 95% CI [0.10 , 0.69], t= 2.69, p <.01), this is not the case for the 
friend condition (b= -.07, 95% CI [-0.32 , 0.19], t= -0.52, p =.61). This confirms 
hypothesis 4a and 4b. 
Surprisingly, the results of the separate moderated mediation analyses furthermore 
seem to indicate that there is a different process responsible for affecting service quality 
inferences, depending on the interpersonal relationship with the consumer. Whereas for 
the stranger condition emotional contagion susceptibility moderates the relationship 
between perceived severity of the service failure and anger, anger itself is not a mediator 
in the relationship between perceived severity of the service failure and service quality 
inferences. In fact, the service quality inferences that are made when reading a message 
about a service failure from a stranger appear to be completely dependent on the direct, 
cognitive, route. In contrast, in the friend condition emotional contagion susceptibility 
does not moderate the relationship between perceived severity of the service failure and 
anger, but the relationship between perceived severity of the service failure and service 
quality inferences is fully mediated by anger, suggesting that the indirect, affective, route 
is far more important in that condition. 





b= 0.80, p < .001
b= -0.33, p <.01
b= -0.16, p = . 12
Anger
Perceived Severity




b= 0.39, p < .01
Figure 26. Results in Moderated Mediation Model for the stranger condition 
Note. Th e variance explained (R2) is 0.51 for anger and 0.30 for service quality inferences.
Emotional Contagion
Susceptibility
b= 0.66, p < .001
b= -0.15, p =.16
b= -0.25, p < .05
Anger
Perceived Severity




b= -0.07, p =.61
Figure 27. Results in Moderated Mediation Model for the friend condition
Note. Th e variance explained (R2) is 0.49 for anger and 0.23 for service quality inferences.
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Table 13. Results of the moderated mediation analysis for Anger
Stranger condition Friend condition
Predictor b t p 95% CI b t p 95% CI
SEV .80 8.12 .00 [0.60 ; 1.00] .66 7.55 .00 [0.48 ; 0.83]
ECS -.17 -0.83 .41 [-.0.58 ; 0.24] .35 1.85 .07 [-0.03 ; 0.73]
SEV X ECS .39 2.69 .01 [0.10 ; 0.69] -.07 -0.52 .61 [-0.32 ; 0.19]
Note. SEV = perceived severity of the service failure; ANG = anger; ECS = emotional contagion 
susceptibility. 
Table 14. Results of the moderated mediation analysis for Service Quality Inferences
Stranger condition Friend condition
Predictor b t p 95% CI b t p 95% CI
SEV -.33 -2.85 .01 [-0.56 ; -0.10] -.15 -1.43 .16 [-0.37 ; 0.06]
ANG -.16 -1.55 .12 [-.0.37 ; 0.05] -.25 -2.34 .02 [-0.46 ; -0.04]
Note. SEV = perceived severity of the service failure; ANG = anger
5.5 Conclusion & Discussion
The current study aimed to answer the following research questions: 
(1) How does a negative eWOM message on a social networking site in which a 
consumer expresses anger about a service failure affect the service quality inferences 
of fellow consumers?
(2) How does the interplay of the interpersonal factor ‘interpersonal relationship’ 
and the personal factor ‘emotional contagion susceptibility’ affect the impact of 
perceived severity of a service failure on anger and (consequently) service quality 
inferences of fellow consumers? 
These questions are relevant in light of (1) the increased use of social networking sites to 
spread negative eWOM, and (2) the suggestion in the literature that the affective route 
may be influenced by interpersonal relationship factors, which play a larger role in social 
eWOM than in specialized eWOM investigated by for example Fox et al. (2018). 
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Th e questions were answered using a scenario-based experiment in which we manipulated 
both the severity of a service failure described in a Facebook post, and the interpersonal 
relationship between the fellow consumer and the consumer who posted the Facebook 
post. With respect to research question 1, we found that the perceived severity of the 
service failure has a signifi cant negative eff ect on service quality inferences (the so-called 
cognitive route), which confi rmed our fi rst hypothesis (H1). In addition, the results 
provide support for H2 and H3, which shows that the impact of perceived severity of the 
service failure on service quality inferences is partially mediated by anger (the so-called 
aff ective route). Th ese results are in accordance with previous fi ndings by Fox et al. 
(2018) and point to the occurrence of a conscious emotional contagion process; a social 
comparison process in which a person intentionally compares her or his own emotion 
with the emotion expressed by another and adopts it if it seems appropriate (Barsade, 
2002). Finding that perceived severity of the service failure has a positive impact on 
anger, indicates that the severity of the service failure is considered a factor that co-
determines whether it is appropriate to adopt the emotions expressed in the Facebook 
post. Th is shows that, in case of conscious emotional contagion, the aff ective route is not 
automatic. Considering whether a service failure is severe enough to warrant adoption 
of the emotion requires an explicit judgment about its severity, which not only plays a 
part in the indirect, aff ective route, but also the direct, cognitive route (Chang et al., 
2015; Fox et al., 2018; Weun et al., 2004). 
In order to answer research question 2, we looked at the impact of the variables that were 
added to the model of Fox et al. (2018), namely emotional contagion susceptibility and 
the interpersonal relationship between the fellow consumer and the consumer (Kimura 
et al. 2008). When doing so, we found support for H4a and H4b. Th e interpersonal 
relationship between a fellow consumer and the consumer who posted the Facebook 
post appeared to be of infl uence on the conscious emotional contagion process, as 
such that friendship ‘eliminated’ the strengthening impact of the fellow consumer’s 
emotional contagion susceptibility on the relationship between perceived severity 
of the service failure and the anger experienced by the fellow consumer. In concrete 
terms, this means that if the consumer (author of the Facebook post) and the fellow 
consumer are friends, the pervasiveness of emotional contagion is not aff ected by the 
fellow consumer’s emotional contagion susceptibility. If, on the other hand, the fellow 
consumer and the consumer are strangers, emotional contagion susceptibility co-
determines the pervasiveness of emotional contagion.
Th is fi nding is in line with Kimura et al. (2008) and could be explained by social norms, 
as such that people may feel it is expected or desired to be aff ected by a friend’s anger. 
Emotional contagion susceptibility then is of little infl uence on the extent to which 
perceived severity of the service failure impacts anger. However, there are no social 
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norms that suggest people should be affected by a stranger’s anger. In such an instance, 
the personal trait ‘emotional contagion susceptibility’ strengthens the contagion process. 
If this social norm indeed explains the interplay between interpersonal relationship and 
emotional contagion susceptibility in the contagion process, then this implies that 
both the interpersonal relationship and the perceived severity of the service failure, are 
considered factors that determine how ‘appropriate it is’ to adopt the expressed emotion. 
These findings help clarify the concept of appropriateness in conscious emotional 
contagion, which has not been investigated in much detail before. 
Moreover, the moderated mediation analyses that were conducted separately for the 
stranger condition and the friend condition provided important additional insights with 
regard to the relative prominence of the two routes to service quality inferences in the 
friend vs. stranger condition. Whereas the anger experienced by the fellow consumer 
was affected by the perceived severity of the service failure, regardless of his or her 
interpersonal relationship with the consumer, this anger only mediated the relationship 
between perceived severity of the service failure and service quality inferences when the 
consumer was a friend. In fact, when the consumer describing the service failure was 
a friend, the service quality inferences of the fellow consumer appeared to rely entirely 
on the indirect, affective route. In contrast, when the consumer was a stranger, the 
service quality inferences of the fellow consumer appeared to be completely determined 
through the direct, cognitive, route. 
5.5.1  Managerial implications
The results of this study have clear implications for practitioners. They suggest that, in 
general, fellow consumers weigh in the perceived severity of the service failure when 
deciding how negative eWOM alters their feelings towards and quality inferences 
concerning a service provider. Currently, many organizations are investing heavily in social 
media monitoring systems and the employment of dedicated service employees, whose 
job it is to identify negative eWOM as quickly as possible and respond appropriately to 
prevent (further) image damage for the organization (Aula, 2010; Tuten & Solomon, 
2013). The results of our study suggest that systems and service employees should 
explicitly separate severe service failures from minor ones, and focus on responding 
to the severe failures because these are more likely to affect fellow consumers’ service 
quality inferences, both via the cognitive and the affective route.
In addition, we show that the prominence of the two routes depends on whether the 
consumer who posts the negative eWOM is a friend or stranger to the fellow consumer. 
When the consumer is a friend, the service quality inferences of the fellow consumer 
appear to be completely determined through the indirect, affective route, mediated by 
anger. In contrast, when the consumer is a stranger, the service quality inferences appear 
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to be completely determined through the direct, cognitive, route, resulting from the 
perceived severity of the service failure. Th is is an important thing to consider as a service 
employee when having to decide which eWOM message to respond to. If the consumer 
has many friends on the social networking site, the anger expressed by this consumer is 
more likely to be adopted by the friends who read the negative eWOM message. Th is 
does not only aff ect their service quality inferences, but presents another risk because 
friends might also be more inclined to share the original message in their own networks 
(Berger, 2016). Th is could lead to a ripple eff ect (Barsade, 2002), and ultimately result 
in a full-fl edged social media storm. Th erefore, the size of the consumer’s network could 
be a factor that service employees take into consideration when deciding whether or not 
to respond to a negative eWOM message.
To summarize, the results of our study suggest that even though organizations face 
certain risks when consumers decide to spread negative eWOM via social networking 
sites, not every message has the same destructive potential and organizations can make 
well-informed decisions on which battle to pick. 
5.5.2 Limitations and suggestions for further research
As with every study there are limitations and directions for future research. A limitation 
attached to this study is that it uses only one scenario, focusing on a restaurant setting. 
We do not consider other settings, such as a hotel setting, which, like restaurants, are 
relatively frequently reviewed in Facebook status updates (Vashisht & Th akur, 2014) 
and where other service failures may occur. 
A second limitation is linked to the severe failure scenario, a scenario which results in 
a consumer having an allergic reaction to the food (s)he receives. Envisioning having 
an allergic reaction to food may have been more challenging for participants than 
envisioning receiving food that is not to one’s taste (the minor failure scenario). 
A third limitation relates to the fact that we focused on Facebook status updates. Social 
eWOM can, however, also be shared via the brand page of the service provider under 
scrutiny. In that instance, the consumer does not merely inform friends/acquaintances/
fellow consumers about their experience with a service provider, but also targets the 
service provider directly. Th is presents a diff erent dynamic, which may also infl uence the 
perceptions of fellow consumers. 
With regards to future research, we stress that more research is needed to expose the 
explanation for the interplay of interpersonal relationship and emotional contagion 
susceptibility on the emotional contagion process. Like Kimura et al. (2008) we point 
to social norm as a potential explanation, but it is unclear whether there might be 
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other explanations. Taking into account the results from the current study, a new study 
could apply a more qualitative approach, getting a better sense of the fellow consumer’s 
reasoning when making service quality inferences. 
In addition, future research should look into other personal and interpersonal factors 
that have been demonstrated to be of influence on face-to-face contagion and may 
also impact the pervasiveness of emotional contagion on social networking sites. These 
factors include group membership (Barsade, 2002; Tanghe et al., 2010) and, particularly 
interesting in light of professional social networking sites (such as LinkedIn), social 
power (Kimura et al., 2008). 
Thirdly, since we were primarily interested in factors of influence on the emotional 
contagion process, the current study did not devote much attention to the two routes to 
service quality inferences. Yet, to our surprise, the results from the moderated mediation 
analyses, showed that, depending on the fellow consumer’s interpersonal relationship 
with the consumer, the service quality inferences can be based entirely on the cognitive 
route (for strangers) or the affective route (for friends). The current study, focusing mostly 
on the influence of interpersonal relationship on the emotional contagion process, does 
not offer an explanation for these different routes, nor have we come across a study that 
entirely explains these findings. Therefore, future research could be devoted in support 
of clarifying this difference. 
In addition, future research could, investigate what, from the perspective of the service 
employee, the best response is depending on the route that led to the service quality 
inferences in the first place. This could be investigated by conducting an experiment in 
which the relationship between consumer, posting a Facebook post, and fellow consumer 
varies, as well as the response strategy of the service employee. 









The overall aim of this dissertation has been to answer the following overarching research 
question: How pervasive is conscious emotional contagion in 1) service employee - customer 
and 2) consumer – fellow consumer interactions on social media and how does it affect service 
quality perceptions? 
In this dissertation attention was devoted to two types of service interactions which 
frequently occur on social media: Chapters 2 and 3 (red coloured chapters in Figure 
28) focused on the service interaction between the service employee and the customer, 
whereas chapters 4 and 5 (blue coloured chapters in Figure 28) specifically looked at 
service interactions between a consumer and fellow consumers.
The studies described in chapters 2 to 5 were designed to address the four identified 
gaps and, ultimately, answer the overarching research question (see Figure 28). Chapter 
2 sought out to identify the actions that service employees take to regulate customers’ 
emotions on social media, thereby filling Gap 1. Chapter 3 followed up on this by 
focusing on one of the actions that service employees frequently apply to regulate 
customers’ emotions; using emoji’s. In that chapter we examined whether the use of 
emoji’s (both positive and negative) by a service employee, on Twitter, can instigate 
a process of conscious emotional contagion, thereby affecting the emotions of the 
customer (Gap 2a) and, consequently, the customer’s satisfaction and loyalty intentions 
(Gap 2b). Chapter 4 tested the pervasiveness of both negative and non-negative 
emotional contagion between consumers through an integrated tweet box following a 
service failure. This helped determine whether emotional contagion takes place between 
consumers on social media in a service setting (Gap 3). Consequently, in chapter 5 we 
examined how the impact of an angry eWOM message on a fellow consumer’s anger and 
service quality inferences is affected by several circumstances. By doing so, we learned 
which circumstances contribute to the pervasiveness of negative emotional contagion 
from consumer to fellow consumer on social media, following a service failure (Gap 
4a), as well as how the expression of negative emotions by a consumer on social media, 
following a service failure, affects fellow consumers' service quality inferences (Gap 4b). 
The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows: In section 6.2 we summarize the 
findings from all four studies, relate those finding to the identified gaps, and ultimately 
answer the overarching research question. Section 6.3 then discusses important 
theoretical and managerial contributions that go beyond those addressed in previous 
chapters. The same holds for the limitations of this dissertation and suggestions for 










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































6.2 Summary of the findings
6.2.1 Actions service employees take to regulate customers’ emotions on 
social media
Chapter 2 addresses Gap 1 of the dissertation; ‘What kind of actions do service employees 
take to regulate customers’ emotions in service interactions on social media?’ To that end, 
semi-structured interviews were conducted with service employees who regularly interact 
with customers through social media. During these interviews, five characteristics were 
identified that, according to the service employees, make social media different from other 
media and influence the regulation of emotions on social media: 1) asynchronousness, 
2) negative atmosphere, 3) informal communication style, 4) limited cues and, 5) the 
public nature of social media. 
Out of the five identified characteristics, four were considered to have significant 
implications for regulating customers’ emotions, being the negative atmosphere, 
informal communication style, limited cues, and public nature of social media. Actions 
that service employees take in dealing with the predominantly negative messages from 
customers, is showing empathy and informing customers honestly about what they can 
expect. Service employees take advantage of the informal communication style that is 
typical for social media by using emoji’s and humour in their interactions with customers. 
In addition to enabling a more personalized approach, emoji’s, along with other 
substitute cues, offer a solution when using social media that provide only limited cues 
to communicate with a customer (such as Twitter). A second action service employees 
take to overcome this hurdle, is resorting to another medium, such as the phone. To 
diminish the risk of reputation damage for the organization, which is associated with the 
public nature of social media, employees try to respond as quickly as possible to negative 
messages that are visible to the public. 
6.2.2 Regulating customers’ emotions through conscious emotional 
contagion
Chapter 3 closely looks at Gap 2a; ‘Do the actions that service employees take in service 
interactions to regulate customers’ emotions on social media trigger conscious emotional 
contagion?’ Seeing that emoji use was mentioned as a deliberate action frequently used 
by service employees to regulate customer’s emotions, this action was the independent 
variable in a scenario-based experiment. In this experiment, participants saw a staged 
Twitter conversation between a service employee and a potential customer. In this Twitter 
conversation, the service employee used either positive emoji’s, negative emoji’s or no 
emoji’s. After viewing the Twitter conversation, participants were asked to complete a 
survey. The survey asked about the participants’ emotions as well as their perceptions 




conscious emotional contagion in service interactions on social media. Furthermore, by 
asking the participants to rate their emotions and the service employee’s emotions using 
the circumplex model of emotion (Larsen & Diener, 1992; Tanghe et al., 2010), it was 
possible to determine which particular emotions were aff ected by the use of positive and 
negative emoji’s. 
Participants from the positive emoji condition perceived the employee’s enthusiasm, 
relaxedness, happiness and alertness to be higher and the employee’s boredom, 
annoyance, unhappiness and inactiveness to be lower than in the no emoji condition. 
Th e use of negative emoji’s by the service employee, in the staged Twitter conversation, 
did not exert a signifi cant impact on the perceptions of any of the employee’s emotions, 
except for relaxedness. 
Furthermore, by showing that all participants’ emotions were aff ected through their 
perceptions of the corresponding employee’s emotions, we explicitly demonstrated the 
occurrence of conscious emotional contagion on Twitter, triggered by the use of emoji’s. 
Th e fi ndings from chapter 3 thus suggest that the use of emoji’s, as a typical action 
service employees take to regulate customers’ emotions, instigates a process of conscious 
emotional contagion. 
6.2.3 The impact of customers’ emotions on customers’ satisfaction and 
loyalty intentions, following a service interaction on social media
Chapter 3 also helped fi ll Gap 2b; ‘How do the resulting customer emotions [from conscious 
emotional contagion] aff ect satisfaction and loyalty intentions, following a service interaction 
on social media?’ Out of the eight self-rated emotions (enthusiasm, relaxedness, happiness, 
alertness, boredom, annoyance, unhappiness and inactiveness), only the participant’s 
enthusiasm appeared to have an eff ect, as such that enthusiasm increased the participants’ 
satisfaction with the interaction and, consequently, his intention to use the service again in 
the future. 
6.2.4 The occurrence of emotional contagion between consumers on social 
media, in a service setting
Gap 3; ‘Does emotional contagion take place between consumers on social media in a service 
setting?’ was investigated in chapter 4. A real-life dataset, comprising of 1186 tweets that 
were posted, by consumers, via an integrated tweet box in response to a service failure, 
was gathered and investigated for signs of emotional contagion using two analytical 
procedures specifi cally developed for this purpose; checking for clusters and Congruence 
Values. By exploring the pervasiveness of both negative and non-negative emotional 
contagion after a service failure, between consumers under the adverse circumstances of 
social media users being unfamiliar with each other, having limited cues available and 
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no feedback capability, we relied on the Sinatra inference: ‘if emotional contagion can 
make it there, it can make it anywhere’ (Levy, 2002). 
The findings from the analysis concerning clustering revealed that there were significantly 
more clusters of three consecutive non-negative posts (triplets) and clusters of four 
consecutive non-negative posts (quartets) in the dataset than could be expected based 
on probability. However, we did not find the same result for the negative tweets; the 
number of negative triplets and quartets in the dataset did not significantly exceed the 
negative triplets and quartets in the simulation runs. The second analysis, the calculation 
of Congruence Values (CVs) counted the number of tweets, in a frame of four, that were 
similar in sentiment to the target tweet at the end of the frame. The higher the CV, the 
more tweets in that frame contained the same emotion as the fourth tweet. Our results 
showed that the observed number of high CVs (3 or 4) amongst negative tweets did 
not significantly exceed the expected number of high CVs amongst negative tweets. 
The observed number of high CVs amongst non-negative tweets did differ significantly 
from the expected number of high CVs amongst non-negative tweets. The outcomes of 
these analyses support the notion that emotional contagion can occur between consumers 
who are unfamiliar with each other, who have only a limited number of cues available 
and no feedback capability. However, whereas clear indications of non-negative emotional 
contagion between consumers were found, no such indications were found for negative 
emotional contagion. 
6.2.5 Circumstances contributing to the pervasiveness of negative emotional 
contagion from consumer to fellow consumers on social media, 
following a service failure
In light of the lack of evidence for negative emotional contagion in chapter 4, chapter 
5 investigates which circumstances contribute to the pervasiveness of negative emotional 
contagion from consumer to fellow consumers on social media, following a service failure (Gap 
4a). It specifically considers the influence of service failure severity, emotional contagion 
susceptibility and interpersonal relationship between consumers on the adoption of 
anger, expressed in a Facebook post (negative eWOM), following a service failure. The 
impact of these circumstances were investigated using a scenario-based experiment in 
which the severity of a service failure described in a Facebook post was manipulated 
(low vs. high), as well as the interpersonal relationship between fellow consumer and the 
consumer who posted the Facebook post (friend vs. stranger). 
The perceived severity of the service failure appeared to be of influence on the pervasiveness 
of negative emotional contagion. In addition, a significant three-way interaction 
between interpersonal relationship, emotional contagion susceptibility and perceived 




fellow consumer are friends, the pervasiveness of emotional contagion is not aff ected 
by the fellow consumer’s emotional contagion susceptibility. If, on the other hand, the 
consumer and the fellow consumer are strangers, emotional contagion susceptibility co-
determines the pervasiveness of emotional contagion. Th us, circumstances that (in an 
interaction) contribute to the pervasiveness of negative emotional contagion on social 
media, following a service failure, are the perceived severity of the service failure, emotional 
contagion susceptibility and the interpersonal relationship. 
6.2.6 How the expression of anger by a consumer on social media, following 
a service failure, aff ects fellow consumers’ service quality inferences
Chapter 5 also helped fi ll Gap 4b; ‘How does the expression of negative emotions by a 
consumer on social media, following a service failure, aff ect fellow consumers’ service quality 
inferences?’ Th e fi ndings indicate that the expression of anger by a consumer on social 
media, following a service failure, can infl uence service quality inferences, through two 
routes. Th e fi rst route, the so-called cognitive route, implies that the perceived severity 
of the service failure described by a consumer in an angry Facebook post (negative 
eWOM) directly aff ects the service quality perceptions of the fellow consumer. Th e 
second route, the so-called aff ective route, suggests that the impact of the perceived 
severity of the service failure on the service quality perceptions of the fellow consumer 
can also be mediated by the anger the fellow consumer experiences after reading the 
angry Facebook post. 
Interestingly, the additional analyses conducted in chapter 5 pointed out that when 
the consumer describing the service failure was a friend, the service quality inferences 
of the fellow consumer relied entirely on the indirect, aff ective route (through anger). In 
contrast, when the consumer was a stranger, the service quality inferences of the fellow 
consumer were completely determined through the direct, cognitive route. 
6.2.7 The pervasiveness of conscious emotional contagion in service 
interactions on social media
Th e overarching research question this dissertation aimed to answer is ‘How pervasive is 
conscious emotional contagion in 1) service employee – customer, and 2) consumer – fellow 
consumer interactions on social media, and how does it aff ect service quality perceptions?’
Th e fi ndings in this dissertation consistently showed that, in general, it is relatively easy 
to instigate a process of conscious emotional contagion on social media, both in service 
employee – customer, and consumer - fellow consumer interactions. With regards to the 
service employee – customer interaction, this dissertation demonstrated, for instance, 
that the mere use of positive emoji’s (substitute cues) can impact customers’ perceptions 
of the service employee’s emotion and, subsequently, their own emotions. With regards 
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to the consumer-fellow consumer interaction, this research indicated the presence of 
a Sinatra effect (Levy, 2002), with emotional contagion taking place when one would 
least expect it. However, in the studies described in chapters 3 and 4, we only found 
evidence for the occurrence of positive emotional contagion, indicating that the valence 
of the emotion affects the pervasiveness of emotional contagion. Emotional contagion, 
for both types of interactions, appears to be more pervasive for positive emotions than 
for negative emotions. This is in line with previous research conducted in non-service 
settings (Coviello, Sohn, et al., 2014; Ferrara & Yang, 2015; Gerbaudo, 2016).
Upon closer inspection of the process of negative conscious emotional contagion, 
it became clear that the pervasiveness of this type of contagion, at least with regards 
to consumer-fellow consumer interactions as a result from a service failure, is (co-)
determined by several circumstances. The first circumstance of influence is the perceived 
severity of the service failure. The more severe the service failure is perceived to be, 
the more pervasive the negative emotional contagion. In addition, the interpersonal 
relationship between consumers appears to be of influence on the emotional contagion 
process, as such that if the consumers are strangers, emotional contagion susceptibility 
of the fellow consumer co-determines the pervasiveness of emotional contagion. If, on 
the other hand, the consumers are friends, the pervasiveness of emotional contagion is 
not affected by the fellow consumer’s emotional contagion susceptibility. Thus, with 
regards to negative conscious emotional contagion, this dissertation shows that perceived 
severity of the service failure, emotional contagion susceptibility and the interpersonal 
relationship between the consumer and the fellow consumers co-determine the 
pervasiveness of the contagion. 
With regards to the last part of the research question concerning service quality 
perceptions, the findings clearly indicate that conscious emotional contagion on social 
media affects service quality perceptions for both types of interactions. Chapter 3, which 
focuses on the service employee – customer interaction, demonstrated that customers’ 
satisfaction was positively affected by customers’ enthusiasm, which in turn depended 
on the perceived enthusiasm of the service employee. Chapter 5, which focused on 
consumer-fellow consumer interactions, showed that emotional contagion caused by 
reading an angry Facebook post describing a service failure can have a negative effect on 
the service quality inferences of the fellow consumer. Interestingly though, the findings 
from the consumer-fellow consumer interactions also indicate that the influence of 
the emotional contagion process on service quality inferences is strongest when the 
consumer posting the Facebook post is a friend. In these circumstances, the service 
quality inferences of the fellow consumer relied entirely on the emotions the fellow 
consumer experiences as a result of reading the post (the indirect, affective route). In 




quality inferences of the fellow consumer did not rely at all on the emotions the fellow 
consumer was experiencing. Th e service quality inferences, in that case, were completely 
determined through the direct, cognitive, route.  
6.3 Contributions
6.3.1 Theoretical contributions
By identifying circumstances that co-determine the pervasiveness of emotional contagion 
in service interactions on social media, this dissertation provides theoretical contributions 
that deepen our understanding of conscious emotional contagion, an underexplored 
approach to emotional contagion. It adds to the fi ndings from the study of Barsade 
(2002) who describes conscious emotional contagion as a social comparison process in 
which a person intentionally compares their own emotion with the emotion expressed 
by another and adopts it if it seems appropriate, but does not defi ne what is meant by 
appropriate. 
As it turns out, what is considered appropriate depends on the valence of the emotion. 
Whereas a small number of positive emoji’s apparently do the trick to instigate positive 
emotional contagion, the same cannot be said for negative emotional contagion (chapter 
3). In fact, we even found more evidence for non-negative emotional contagion than 
negative emotional contagion in a real-life dataset, created in response to a service failure 
(chapter 4). Our research thus suggests that negative emotions are generally not as likely 
to be adopted in service interactions, on social media, in service interactions, as positive 
emotions. In the diff erent studies, several explanations are off ered for this fi nding. Both 
the re-appraisal tactic, identifi ed in chapter 2, as well as mood maintenance theory, 
discussed in chapter 4, suggest that social media users apply a self-protection mechanism 
(Clark & Ilsen, 1982; Gross, 2001; Handley et al., 2004) which prevents them from 
being aff ected by the negative emotions expressed. Learning to perceive negative 
emotions as “part of the job”, and deliberately avoiding activities that will negatively 
aff ect one’s emotional state, apparently help social media users keep their emotional 
states in check. 
Th e diff erence in pervasiveness between positive and negative emotional contagion can 
also be related to the (mis)interpretation of the message. Th e softening eff ect (Kaye et 
al., 2016), used as an explanation in chapter 3 which focused on the use of emoji’s by 
the service employee, entails that the employee is regarded as more friendly when using 
emoji’s, regardless of whether the emoji’s are intended to express positive or negative 
emotions. Th us, an emoji that is likely intended to signal negative emotions (such as L), 
is not necessarily perceived as such. 
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Although negative emotions are less likely to be adopted, the risk attached to the 
adoption of negative emotions between consumers is quite high for organizations (Aula, 
2010; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Therefore, this dissertation also attempted to identify 
the circumstances that contribute to the pervasiveness of negative emotional contagion 
between consumers, following a service failure. As such, chapter 5 showed the existence 
of a positive relationship between perceived severity of the service failure and negative 
emotional contagion: The more severe the service failure is perceived to be, the more 
pervasive the negative emotional contagion. This indicates that the reason for expressing 
a negative emotion is considered before deciding to adopt the emotion (or not); Is this 
reason significant or, particularly in the case of chapter 5, is the service failure severe 
enough? If so, it is appropriate to adopt the emotion (Barsade, 2002). This finding 
(partially) explains why in chapters 3 and 4 little evidence was found for negative 
emotional contagion, since, in these chapters, the reasons for displaying negative 
emotions may have been considered too insignificant, and therewith inappropriate, to 
adopt the emotion. In fact, despite chapter 4 revolving around a service failure, the 
failure itself (removing menus from the countertop) could perhaps better be regarded as 
inconvenient rather than severe.
Another circumstance that contributes to the pervasiveness of negative emotional 
contagion following a service failure, is the interpersonal relationship between consumers. 
It appeared that the interpersonal relationship between consumers is of influence on the 
emotional contagion process, as such that if the consumers are strangers, emotional 
contagion susceptibility of the fellow consumer co-determines the pervasiveness of 
negative emotional contagion. If, on the other hand, the consumers are friends, the 
pervasiveness of negative emotional contagion is not affected by the fellow consumer’s 
emotional contagion susceptibility. This finding is in line with Kimura et al. (2008), 
who, to our knowledge, were the first and only ones to point to this interplay, but did so 
in an offline, non-service setting. This dissertation thus is the first that demonstrates that 
this interplay also affects the pervasiveness of negative emotional contagion on social 
media, in a service setting.
Besides adding to emotional contagion literature, this dissertation contributes to 
the service literature by demonstrating that the interpersonal relationship between 
consumers on social media influences the way service quality inferences are formed. If 
the consumer is a friend, the service quality inferences of the fellow consumer appear 
to be completely determined through the indirect, affective route, mediated by anger. 
In contrast, when the consumer is a stranger, the service quality inferences of the fellow 
consumer are completely determined through the direct, cognitive route. Although a 




interpersonal relationship, when the consumer is a friend, does the contagion process 
ultimately aff ect service quality inferences. 
Our theoretical contributions, for both emotional contagion and service literature, need 
to be taken into account for future research. 
6.3.2 Managerial contributions 
With the limited amount of research devoted to the role emotional contagion plays in 
service interactions on social media, it was not yet clear which actions service employees 
could take in service interactions on social media, when trying to regulate the customer’s 
emotions, and which eff ects they would have on service quality perceptions. 
Th is dissertation identifi es several actions a service employee typically takes to regulate 
emotions when interacting with customers through social media. Th ese include trying 
to engender more positive customer feelings toward the organization by replying to 
messages with humour, showing empathy to diminish negative emotions, and, resorting 
to another medium to enhance the ability to perceive, understand, and express emotions 
(Delcourt et al., 2016). One particular action that was frequently mentioned by service 
employees and that was subsequently tested for its eff ectiveness with regards to emotional 
contagion and, consequently, satisfaction and loyalty intentions, is the use of emoji’s. 
Chapter 3 demonstrates that the use of positive emoji’s (J) by service employees can 
lead to a process of conscious emotional contagion, which in turn leads to increased 
satisfaction and loyalty intentions. Th e fi nding that negative emoji’s (L) do not instigate 
a process of negative conscious emotional contagion, but rather act as “softeners” of a 
message, leading the service employee to be perceived as more friendly when using emoji’s 
(Kaye et al., 2016; Th ompson & Filik, 2016; Wall et al., 2016), suggests that service 
managers should not fear the use of these emoji’s in online service interactions. In fact, 
they should, in particular, encourage the use of J on social media as our research shows 
that this emoji can exert a positive impact on customer emotions and, consequently, 
satisfaction and loyalty intention. 
Th e fi ndings from this dissertation also contribute to service employees’ and managers’ 
understanding about the threat that negative emotional contagion poses on social media, 
in a service setting. Th is is of importance since it helps service employees responsible for 
webcare decide which consumers to devote their attention to. In general, this dissertation 
off ers those employees and managers a certain degree of reassurance. Negative emotions 
expressed on social media do not automatically catch on, as is the case for primitive 
emotional contagion in face-to-face settings (Barsade, 2002; Hatfi eld et al., 1994). 
Instead, a conscious decision is made regarding the appropriateness of adopting the 
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negative emotion. The results suggest that, in deciding which consumer to respond to 
on social media, service employees should consider the severity of the service failure the 
consumer describes. The more severe the service failure is perceived to be by a fellow 
consumer, the more pervasive the negative emotional contagion and (subsequently) the 
worse the service quality perceptions. Therefore, service employees monitoring social 
media, should prioritize responding to a consumer who describes a severe service failure. 
Finding that the interpersonal relationship between consumer and fellow consumer 
(co-)determines the route through which service quality inferences are formed, is also 
something for service employees to consider when deciding which posts to respond to. 
The service quality inferences of friends in a consumer’s social network, are more likely 
to be influenced through the affective route than the cognitive route whereas strangers’ 
service quality inferences are more likely to be influenced through the cognitive route. 
This means that service employees who worry about the risk that emotional contagion 
poses for the service quality inferences, should focus their attention to consumers whose 
personal network is large (a social network with many friends). 
6.4  Limitations and suggestions for further research
From a methodological point of view, several limitations should be pointed out. Firstly, 
whereas throughout this dissertation various methods were used, both quantitative and 
qualitative, and different perspectives were investigated (service employee, customer 
and fellow consumer), the separate studies all focus on one method and only take one 
perspective into consideration. The perspective of the service employee (chapter 2) was 
investigated using qualitative research and the perspective of the customer and fellow 
consumer (chapters 3, 4 and 5) were investigated using quantitative research. Ideally, 
triangulation takes place for each perspective. 
A second limitation relates to the measurement method. In the experiments of chapters 
3 and 5, we relied on a self-rated measurement of emotion (perceived emotion). A 
deliberate decision was made to conduct a measurement of self-rating directly after 
the manipulation so as to avoid confirmation bias. By asking participants to rate 
their emotions immediately after the manipulation, we tried to diminish the chances 
of memory loss. However, since emotions are feelings of short duration and service 
interactions are dynamic, we recommend future studies to use moment-to-moment 
measurement (Tombs & McColl-Kennedy, 2013). Furthermore, complementary to 
self-rated measures, future research could use facial expression coding, fMRI, skin 




A third limitation relates to the approach that was taken with regards to emotions. 
Overall, and in particular in chapters 2 and 4, we operationalized emotions as either 
positive or negative, focusing on the impact of valence rather than that of particular 
emotions. Although in chapter 3 the self-rated emotions are derived from the 
circumplex model of emotion (Larsen & Diener, Russell, 1980; 1992; Tanghe et al., 
2010), the manipulation of emotion (emoji’s) was either positive or negative. Chapter 
5, which focuses on the emotion expressed as a consequence of a service failure, is the 
only chapter that zooms in on a particular emotion (anger), namely the emotion that 
is commonly evoked following a service failure (Bonifi eld & Cole, 2007; Zeelenberg 
& Pieters, 2004). All in all, however, this dissertation does not distinguish as much 
between diff erent emotions. Future research could, like chapter 5, look at the eff ect of 
specifi c emotions on social media, in a service setting, thereby contributing further to 
our understanding of conscious emotional contagion. 
Another limitation of this dissertation relates to the choice to focus on particular social 
media vehicles and the use of (predominantly) text. Although, as indicated in chapter 
2, service interactions on social media commonly take place on Facebook and Twitter, 
involving mostly text, the social media landscape is ever changing. A shift that is worth 
noting is that the use of visuals on social media is becoming more and more common. 
Vehicles that are increasing in popularity, such as Instagram and Snapchat, mostly 
revolve around visuals (Chaff ey, 2019). Twitter and Facebook have also accommodated 
to this shift by providing their users with the option to share pictures or short videos 
(Chaff ey, 2019). With this shift, opportunities for new research avenues arise, such as 
investigating the pervasiveness of emotional contagion instigated by memes or gifs.  
What is also important to consider when interpreting the results of the diff erent studies 
in this dissertation, is the fact that they were conducted in diff erent countries, with 
diff erent cultures. Whereas the studies described in chapters 2 and 3 were conducted in 
the Netherlands, the data from chapter 4 were gathered in Japan and the study described 
in chapter 5 was performed with data from the US. Th ese three countries diff er from 
one another in terms of culture, which means that there may be diff erences in how 
emotions are expressed (f.i. diff erent use of emoji’s) and interpreted (Dresner & Herring, 
2010; Th ompson & Filik, 2016). Further research should explore the consequences of 
diff erent expressions and interpretations of emotions across cultures in relation to the 
emotional contagion process. 
By identifying several circumstances that are considered ‘appropriate’ for adopting the 
negative emotions on social media, in a service setting, this dissertation contributes 
to our understanding of the pervasiveness of conscious negative emotional contagion. 
However, many other circumstances were not accounted for in this dissertation, which 
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may also be of influence on the pervasiness of conscious (negative) emotional contagion 
in service interactions on social media, such as the type of emotion expressed, the fellow 
consumer’s past experience with the service provider, the similarities between service 
employee and customer or between consumer and fellow consumer. These and other 
circumstances should be considered in future research to further our understanding of 
what makes conscious negative emotional contagion more pervasive in this particular 
setting. 
The last suggestion for further research relates to the informal communication style 
that is considered to be typical for service interactions through social media (see 
chapter 2). This informal communication style entails the use of emoji’s and humour 
when communicating with a customer. Nowadays, there are even sites (https://www.
thebestsocial.media/nl/) that display the best, most humorous responses provided 
on social media as a source of entertainment. Consumers seem to rave about service 
providers who are witty. Their humorous approach to things, sometimes even at the 
expense of the customer, seems to do well with fellow consumers. However, does it also 
have a positive effect on service quality perceptions? One could argue that humour, 
eliciting positive emotions, leads to a more positive perception of the service provider. 
Yet, at the same time, making jokes at the expense of the customer is not necessarily 
something considered appropriate and could, in fact be expected to backfire. Therefore, 
it would be interesting to do research on how the use of humour in service interactions 








7.1 Twitter conversation without emoji’s (Chapter 3)
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In dit proefschrift is onderzocht in welke mate emotionele besmetting plaatsvindt in 
interacties op sociale media tussen 1) servicemedewerkers en klanten, en 2) consumenten 
onderling, en hoe deze besmetting de perceptie van de servicekwaliteit beïnvloedt. 
Er wordt aandacht besteed aan twee soorten service-interacties die vaak voorkomen 
op sociale media: hoofdstuk 2 en 3 richten zich op service-interacties tussen een 
servicemedewerker en een klant, terwijl hoofdstuk 4 en 5 specifi ek kijken naar service-
interacties tussen een consument en medeconsumenten. 
Acties die servicemedewerkers ondernemen om de emoties van 
klanten op sociale media te reguleren
In hoofdstuk 2 wordt de vraag gesteld ‘Wat voor soort acties ondernemen 
servicemedewerkers om de emoties van klanten te reguleren in service-interacties op 
sociale media?’ Om deze vraag te beantwoorden, zijn semigestructureerde interviews 
gehouden met servicemedewerkers die regelmatig contact hebben met klanten via 
sociale media. Tijdens deze interviews zijn vijf kenmerken geïdentifi ceerd die, volgens 
de servicemedewerkers, sociale media anders maken dan andere media en de regulering 
van emoties beïnvloeden, namelijk: 1) asynchrone communicatie, 2) een negatieve sfeer, 
3) een informele communicatiestijl, 4) beperkingen in de tekens en signalen die gebruikt 
kunnen worden en, 5) het publieke karakter van sociale media.
Vier van de vijf geïdentifi ceerde kenmerken hebben belangrijke implicaties voor 
het reguleren van de emoties van klanten, namelijk de negatieve sfeer, informele 
communicatiestijl, beperkingen in tekens en signalen en het publieke karakter van 
sociale media. Servicemedewerkers geven aan dat het tonen van empathie en klanten 
eerlijk informeren over wat ze kunnen verwachten goede manieren zijn om met de 
overwegend negatieve berichten van klanten om te gaan. Servicemedewerkers benutten 
ook de informele communicatiestijl die typisch is voor sociale media door emoji's en 
humor te gebruiken in hun interacties met klanten. Emoji’s en humor lenen zich voor 
een meer persoonlijke aanpak. Daarnaast zorgen emoji’s ervoor dat er, ondanks de 
beperkingen in de hoeveelheid tekens die gebruikt kunnen worden (zoals bij Twitter), 
toch eff ectief gecommuniceerd kan worden met klanten. Een tweede manier om deze 
beperking te omzeilen, is de klant te verwijzen naar een ander medium, zoals de telefoon. 
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Om het risico op reputatieschade voor de organisatie, dat voortkomt uit het publieke 
karakter van sociale media, te verminderen, proberen medewerkers zo snel mogelijk te 
reageren op negatieve berichten die zichtbaar zijn voor het publiek.
De emoties van klanten reguleren door emotionele besmetting
In hoofdstuk 3 is onderzocht of het gebruik van emoji’s door servicemedewerkers leidt 
tot emotionele besmetting. Gezien het feit dat servicemedewerkers het gebruik van 
emoji’s beschrijven als een doelbewuste actie om de emoties van klanten te reguleren 
(zie hoofdstuk 2), is ervoor gekozen om deze actie de onafhankelijke variabele in een 
scenario-experiment te maken. In dit experiment wordt een fictief Twitter-gesprek tussen 
een servicemedewerker en een potentiële klant getoond. In het Twitter-gesprek gebruikt 
de servicemedewerker positieve emoji's, negatieve emoji's of geen emoji's. Doordat 
deelnemers, na het tonen van dit Twitter-gesprek, is gevraagd naar hun eigen emoties 
evenals hun perceptie van de emoties van de servicemedewerker, kan een expliciete test 
worden uitgevoerd van bewuste emotionele besmetting in service-interacties op sociale 
media. Doordat de deelnemers is gevraagd hun eigen emoties en de emoties van de 
servicemedewerker te beoordelen met behulp van het circumplex-emotiemodel (Larsen 
& Diener, 1992; Tanghe et al., 2010), kan bovendien worden bepaald welke specifieke 
emoties zijn beïnvloed door het gebruik van positieve en negatieve emoji's.
De servicemedewerker uit de positieve emoji-conditie wordt ingeschat als enthousiaster, 
meer ontspannen, gelukkiger en alerter dan de medewerker uit de geen emoji-conditie. 
Ook wordt de servicemedewerker gezien als minder verveeld, minder geërgerd, minder 
ongelukkig en minder inactief dan de medewerker uit de geen emoji-conditie. Het 
gebruik van negatieve emoji's door de servicemedewerker heeft in het fictieve Twitter-
gesprek geen significante invloed op de perceptie van de emoties van de medewerker, 
met uitzondering van ontspannenheid.
Door daarnaast aan te tonen dat de emoties van de deelnemers worden beïnvloed 
door hun perceptie van de corresponderende emoties van de medewerker, hebben we 
expliciet het optreden van bewuste emotionele besmetting op Twitter gedemonstreerd. 
De bevindingen uit hoofdstuk 3 suggereren hiermee dat het gebruik van emoji's, als 
een typische actie die servicemedewerkers ondernemen om de emoties van klanten te 
reguleren, een proces van bewuste emotionele besmetting in gang zet.
Samenvatting
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De impact van de emoties van klanten op de tevredenheid en 
loyaliteitsintenties van klanten, na een service-interactie op sociale 
media
Hoofdstuk 3 toont ook hoe ervaren klantemoties, het resultaat van bewuste emotionele 
besmetting, tevredenheid en loyaliteitsintenties beïnvloeden, na een service-interactie 
op sociale media. Van de acht onderzochte emoties (enthousiasme, ontspannenheid, 
geluk, alertheid, verveling, ergernis, ongeluk en inactiviteit), blijkt alleen het ervaren 
enthousiasme van de deelnemer een effect te hebben op tevredenheid. Het ervaren 
enthousiasme verhoogt de tevredenheid over de interactie een daarmee ook het 
voornemen om de service in de toekomst opnieuw te gebruiken.
Het optreden van emotionele besmetting tussen consumenten op 
sociale media, in een service-setting
In hoofdstuk 4 is onderzocht of emotionele besmetting ook plaatsvindt tussen 
consumenten onderling, op sociale media, in een service-setting. Om dit te onderzoeken 
is een real-life dataset, bestaande uit 1186 tweets gepost via een geïntegreerde tweetbox, 
als reactie op een service-fout, verzameld. Gebruikers van de tweetbox konden de drie 
meest recente tweets in de geïntegreerde tweetbox zien. De aanwezigheid van emotionele 
besmetting is getest onder onwaarschijnlijke omstandigheden: De gebruikers van de 
geïntegreerde tweetbox kenden elkaar niet, hadden een beperkte hoeveelheid tekens 
beschikbaar om met elkaar te communiceren en konden elkaar niet direct van feedback 
voorzien. We vertrouwen bij deze studie dan ook op het Sinatra principe: 'als emotionele 
besmetting hier kan voorkomen, kan het overal voorkomen' (Levy, 2002).
Aangezien de geïntegreerde tweetbox de gebruiker de drie meest recente tweets toont, is 
voor de analyses gebruikgemaakt van een zogenaamde ‘sliding frame’ methode waarbij 
alle mogelijke reeksen van vier opeenvolgende tweets geanalyseerd worden. Na de eerste 
vier tweets te hebben bekeken, schuift het frame één tweet op, hetgeen betekent dat 
tweet 2,3,4 en 5 de tweede reeks van vier vormen. Hoewel deze methode het beste 
overeenkomt met de manier waarop de tweetbox werkt, is het nadeel dat de analyse-
eenheden niet onafhankelijk van elkaar zijn; als gevolg daarvan kunnen de meest 
gebruikelijke statistische toetsen niet worden toegepast bij de analyses (Field, 2009). Om 
deze reden is een Monte Carlo-simulatie uitgevoerd, met behulp van het softwarepakket 
R (R Development Core Team, 2008). Middels de Monte Carlo-simulatie is de real-life 
dataset vergeleken met 10.000 willekeurige reeksen tweets, geconstrueerd op basis van de 
waargenomen kans dat een tweet niet-negatief of negatief is. De dataset is onderzocht op 
indicaties van negatieve en non-negatieve emotionele besmetting met behulp van twee 
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analytische procedures die specifiek voor dit doel zijn ontwikkeld; 1) het controleren op 
clusters en, 2) het berekenen van de congruentiewaarden.
De analyse van de clusters toont aan dat er significant meer clusters van drie of vier 
opeenvolgende niet-negatieve tweets in de dataset zitten dan op basis van waarschijnlijkheid 
(de simulatiereeksen) werd verwacht. Dit geldt niet voor de negatieve tweets; daar is het 
aantal clusters van drie of vier opeenvolgende tweets in de dataset niet significant hoger 
dan in de simulatiereeksen. Voor de berekening van congruentiewaarden (CV's), zijn 
het aantal tweets, in een reeks van vier, met hetzelfde sentiment als de laatste tweet van 
die reeks (de vierde tweet) geteld. Hoe meer tweets in die reeks dezelfde emotie bevatten 
als de vierde tweet, hoe hoger de congruentiewaarde.
De analyse van de congruentiewaarden toont aan dat het waargenomen aantal CV's van 
3 of hoger bij negatieve tweets niet significant hoger ligt dan het verwachte aantal hoge 
CV's. Het waargenomen aantal hoge CV's bij niet-negatieve tweets is echter aanzienlijk 
hoger dan het verwachte aantal hoge CV's bij niet-negatieve tweets. 
De uitkomsten van de analyses tonen aan dat emotionele besmetting kan optreden tussen 
consumenten die elkaar niet kennen, een beperkte hoeveelheid tekens beschikbaar hebben 
om te communiceren, en geen feedbackmogelijkheden hebben. Hoewel er duidelijke 
aanwijzingen zijn voor niet-negatieve emotionele besmetting tussen consumenten zijn, 
dergelijke aanwijzingen voor negatieve emotionele besmetting niet gevonden.
Omstandigheden die bijdragen aan de mate waarin negatieve 
emotionele besmetting plaatsvindt tussen consumenten, op sociale 
media, na een service-fout
Na het gebrek aan bewijs voor negatieve emotionele besmetting tussen consumenten in 
hoofdstuk 4, is in hoofdstuk 5 nader onderzocht welke omstandigheden bijdragen aan 
de mate waarin negatieve emotionele besmetting plaatsvindt tussen consumenten op 
sociale media, na een service-fout. Er is specifiek gekeken naar de invloed van de ernst 
van een service-fout, de gevoeligheid voor emotionele besmetting en de interpersoonlijke 
relatie tussen consumenten, op de overname van de emotie ‘boosheid’, uitgedrukt in 
een Facebook-bericht (negatieve eWOM). De impact van deze omstandigheden is 
onderzocht met behulp van een scenario-experiment waarin de ernst van een service-
fout, beschreven in een Facebook-bericht, is gemanipuleerd (fout met potentieel grote 
negatieve gevolgen versus fout met potentieel beperkte negatieve gevolgen), evenals 
de interpersoonlijke relatie tussen de consument die het Facebook-bericht las en de 
consument die het Facebook-bericht plaatste (vriend versus vreemdeling).
Samenvatting
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De waargenomen ernst van de service-fout blijkt van invloed te zijn op de mate waarin 
negatieve emotionele besmetting plaatsvindt. Bovendien blijkt er een significante drieweg-
interactie te  zijn tussen de interpersoonlijke relatie van consumenten, de gevoeligheid voor 
emotionele besmetting en de waargenomen ernst van de service-fout. Uit deze interactie 
wordt duidelijk dat als consumenten vrienden zijn, de mate waarin negatieve emotionele 
besmetting plaatsvindt niet wordt beïnvloed door de gevoeligheid voor emotionele 
besmetting van de consument (de lezer van het Facebook-bericht). Als de consumenten 
daarentegen vreemden zijn, bepaalt de gevoeligheid voor emotionele besmetting van 
de consument mede de mate waarin negatieve emotionele besmetting plaatsvindt. Dit 
toont aan dat de waargenomen ernst van de service-fout, gevoeligheid voor emotionele 
besmetting en de interpersoonlijke relatie van invloed zijn op de mate waarin negatieve 
emotionele besmetting plaatsvindt, op sociale media, na een service-fout.
Hoe de uiting van boosheid door een consument op sociale media, na 
een service-fout, de perceptie van servicekwaliteit beïnvloedt
In hoofdstuk 5 is tevens inzichtelijk gemaakt hoe de uiting van boosheid door een 
consument op sociale media, na een service-fout, de perceptie van de servicekwaliteit 
van medeconsumenten beïnvloedt.  De resultaten suggereren dat de uitdrukking van 
boosheid de perceptie van de servicekwaliteit van medeconsumenten negatief kan 
beïnvloeden via twee routes. In de eerste route, de zogenaamde cognitieve route, 
beïnvloedt de waargenomen ernst van de service-fout die een consument in een boos 
Facebook-bericht (negatieve eWOM) beschrijft, de perceptie van de servicekwaliteit 
van de medeconsument rechtstreeks. De tweede route, de zogenaamde affectieve route, 
suggereert dat het effect van de waargenomen ernst van de service-fout op de perceptie 
van de servicekwaliteit van de medeconsument ook kan worden gemedieerd door de 
boosheid die de medeconsument ervaart na het lezen van het boze Facebook-bericht.
Aanvullende analyses tonen aan dat wanneer de consumenten vrienden zijn, de perceptie 
van de servicekwaliteit van de lezer van het Facebook-bericht wordt beïnvloed via de 
affectieve route (door boosheid). Als de consumenten vreemden van elkaar zijn, wordt 
de perceptie van  servicekwaliteit, daarentegen, beïnvloed via de cognitieve route.
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De mate waarin emotionele besmetting plaatsvindt op sociale media, 
in een service-setting
De overkoepelende onderzoeksvraag die in dit proefschrift onderzocht is, luidt: In 
welke mate vindt emotionele besmetting plaats in interacties op sociale media tussen 
1) servicemedewerkers en klanten, en 2) consumenten onderling, en hoe beïnvloedt 
deze besmetting de perceptie van de servicekwaliteit? De bevindingen in dit proefschrift 
wijzen erop dat het over het algemeen relatief eenvoudig is om een  proces van emotionele 
besmetting op sociale media op gang te brengen, zowel tussen servicemedewerker en 
klant als tussen consumenten onderling. Met betrekking tot de servicemedewerker - 
klantinteractie, toont dit proefschrift bijvoorbeeld aan dat het gebruik van enkele 
positieve emoji’s volstaat om een proces van bewuste emotionele besmetting in gang 
te zetten. De resultaten van hoofdstuk 4 wijzen bovendien op de aanwezigheid van 
een Sinatra-effect (Levy, 2002), waarbij emotionele besmetting plaatsvindt onder 
onwaarschijnlijke omstandigheden. 
In hoofdstukken 3 en 4, hebben we echter alleen bewijs gevonden voor het optreden van 
positieve emotionele besmetting. Emotionele besmetting, voor zowel servicemedewerker-
klant interacties, als interacties tussen consumenten, lijkt sterker voor te komen voor 
positieve emoties dan voor negatieve emoties. Dit komt overeen met de resultaten uit 
eerder onderzoek, uitgevoerd in andere contexten dan dienstverlening (Coviello, Sohn, 
et al., 2014; Ferrara & Yang, 2015; Gerbaudo, 2016).
Nadere inspectie van het proces van negatieve emotionele besmetting tussen consumenten 
op sociale media, toont aan dat de mate waarin dit soort besmetting voorkomt, ten 
gevolge van een service-fout,  (mede) wordt bepaald door diverse contextuele factoren. 
De eerste factor is de waargenomen ernst van de service-fout; hoe ernstiger de service-
fout, omschreven in een Facebook-bericht, wordt ingeschat, des te sterker de mate 
van negatieve emotionele besmetting. Daarnaast blijkt de interpersoonlijke relatie 
tussen consumenten van invloed te zijn op het emotionele besmettingsproces: als 
de consumenten vreemden zijn, is de gevoeligheid voor emotionele besmetting van 
de lezer van het Facebook-bericht mede bepalend voor de mate waarin emotionele 
besmetting plaatsvindt. Als de consumenten daarentegen vrienden zijn, wordt de mate 
van emotionele besmetting niet beïnvloed door de emotionele gevoeligheid van de lezer 
van het Facebook-bericht. Met betrekking tot negatieve emotionele besmetting, laat 
dit proefschrift zien dat de waargenomen ernst van de service-fout, de gevoeligheid 
voor emotionele besmetting en de interpersoonlijke relatie tussen consumenten mede 
bepalend zijn voor de mate waarin deze besmetting plaatsvindt.
Samenvatting
159
Tot slot toont dit proefschrift aan dat emotionele besmetting op sociale media gevolgen 
heeft voor de perceptie van de servicekwaliteit. De perceptie van de servicekwaliteit 
wordt zowel in interacties tussen servicemedewerker en klant als in interacties tussen 
consumenten beïnvloed door de emoties die het resultaat zijn van emotionele besmetting. 
Hoofdstuk 3, dat gericht is op de servicemedewerker - klantinteractie, laat zien dat 
de tevredenheid van klanten positief wordt beïnvloed door hun enthousiasme, dat op 
zijn beurt weer afhangt van het waargenomen enthousiasme van de servicemedewerker. 
Hoofdstuk 5, dat focust op interacties tussen consumenten onderling, toont aan 
dat emotionele besmetting ook een negatief effect kan hebben op de perceptie van 
servicekwaliteit. Dit effect blijkt het sterkst wanneer consumenten vrienden van elkaar 
zijn. In dat geval is de perceptie van servicekwaliteit volledig afhankelijk van de ervaren 
emoties die het gevolg zijn van het lezen van een Facebook-bericht (de affectieve route). 
Als consumenten daarentegen vreemden zijn, wordt de perceptie van servicekwaliteit niet 
beïnvloed door de ervaren emoties. In dat geval wordt de perceptie van servicekwaliteit 
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